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Abstract 
 
     Driven by a fascination with Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his novel, Emile or On Education, and 
inspired by the paradoxical behavior to be found in the Enlightment, this project asked whether the 
topic of gender inequality could be identified in one of Rousseau’s most famous works. Due to the 
continuing  impact and importance of Enlightenment greats such as Rousseau, as well as the appar-
ently unbanishable specter of gender inequality, this project is clearly relevant as more than just an 
academic exercise. Utilizing the dimensions of Text & Sign and Science & Philosophy, a literary 
analysis of Emile or On Education, along with an examination of Rousseau’s philosophy, life, his-
torical time, and critical reception all lead to the conclusion that even writers as great and enduring 
as Jean-Jacques Rousseau can fall prey to prevailing mores of their era, regardless of how misguid-
ed those mores may appear to modern eyes. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
     Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s writings are from an age long since passed. It’s a valid question how 
his ideas might still be relevant today, some 250 years after he put pen to paper and created his mas-
terpieces. The issue of gender inequality however, continues to be a heated topic even in today’s 
society. We wish to identify how Rousseau helped shed light on an issue that was slowly emerging 
at the time of his writing trough his work Emile or On Education. Whether for good or bad, we be-
lieve that Rousseau was an instrumental figure in the emerging debate of the 18
th
 century on wheth-
er or not women could, or should, be more than just the supporting cast in the life of men. Rous-
seau’s educational philosophies are equally relevant today, and contribute to the gender inequality 
discussion as well, as Rousseau emphasizes some fundamental differences in the upbringing and 
education of girls and boys. Therefore, while his writings may be centuries old, it is our belief that 
his timeless philosophies are still applicable to the struggle of gender inequality in the present day. 
This is what we wish to reveal during our project. 
1.1 Problem area 
     Problem structure: Rousseau has been praised since the publication of his writings as one of 
the great minds of the Enlightenment. His ideas served as an inspiration leading up to the French 
Revolution, and many of his core principles are present in the era of Romanticism that followed the 
end of Enlightenment; some even go as far as to name him as the Father of Romanticism. 
(Thompson Novaonline) His works are equally admired today. Critics, however, find it hard to 
reconcile the genius that is Rousseau; his, at times, revolutionarily progressive suggestions for a 
better society, with his rather conservative and restrictive view on women and the role they ought to 
play within said society. His belief that there is a natural distinction between man and woman is a 
controversial notion, and is often the target of criticism from his opposition and supporters. We 
wish, in part, to analyze whether Rousseau was in fact a chauvinist, as many have claimed upon 
reading his works, of if he was a force for progression and social inclusion, not only for men.  
     Documentation: The focal point of our project is the novel Emile or On Education by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau. This is often hailed by many as being his chef d’oeuvre, his masterpiece, by 
Rousseau himself no less, and presents much of the philosophy and ideas, that constitute the 
fundamental beliefs of Rousseau. Through Emile or On Education, we will attempt to analyze said 
philosophy, with a focus on the representation of the inequalities of the genders. Along with the 
identification of the philosophy, we will perform a literary analysis of the novel from both a 
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symboligistic and feminist standpoint. Rousseau’s writings are, even today, influential in society, 
and we wish to take a critical look at these, as proponents of gender equality. 
     Interest: The fact that gender inequality is still an issue present in contemporary society, and is 
the subject of discussion and scrutiny, makes it all the more interesting to look at the possible roots 
of such ideas. It seems then, that Rousseau was an early participant in a debate that has spanned 
generations. For this reason, we want to analyze how in fact, he did contribute to this persistently 
relevant matter. 
     Problem formulation: Keeping in mind all of the above, we have arrived at a problem 
formulation, which we believe encompasses all that we wish to learn from the study of Rousseau’s 
literary masterpiece Emile or On Education. The problem is as follows:  
 
“How did Rousseau reveal the issues of gender inequality though his literary work ‘Emile or 
On Education’?” 
 
 
1.2  Design 
Our approach to answering this problem has led to the creation of a number of sub questions, 
ranging from historical background, details about his personal life, analysis of his core philosophies, 
literary analysis of his greatest work and the reaction, both positive and negative, to his influential 
works. For these sub questions, we seek to provide answers throughout the project. The questions 
are as follows:  
Historical Context:  
What was the political climate in the time of Rousseau, and how did the role of women evolve from 
the time of the Enlightenment entering the time of Romanticism?  
How did Rousseau’s’ life come to influence his work, especially in Emile or On Education? 
Philosophy:  
What is the philosophical foundation for Rousseau’s writings in Emile or On Education?   
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Literary Analysis: 
How does Rousseau’s fictional style of writing come to reveal differences in the representation of 
genders?  
How is Rousseau’s segregation of the genders unraveled through a feminist perspective, and how 
does this come to show gender inequality?  
Critical Reaction: 
How did contemporary and modern critics react to the issue of gender roles in Emile or On 
Education?  
 
1.3 Research Technique - Methods and Dimensions  
     We chose to analyze Emile or On Education, because it is often referred to as his greatest work 
and is instrumental in presenting his beliefs and values. While it is a fictional piece of work, 
through the interaction of the characters, it can be used to gain a greater understanding of the issue 
of gender inequality at the time of the writing. 
 
1.4 Methodology 
     Emilie or On Education can be understood as a philosophical piece of literature and in order to 
attain a deeper comprehension of the text, the hermeneutic theory is an appropriate approach. The 
hermeneutics concerns itself with understanding and interpretation of the subject being analyzed. 
The humanistic hermeneutic method has been defined as “the art of interpretation as 
transformation” (Bjoern, Ramberg and Gjesdal Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
Hermeneutics) by Ferraris (1996). By interpreting the elements of a text it can be transformed into 
meaning. Hermeneutics is built on the assumption that behind every meaningful phenomenon there 
is an intention; this intention can be unraveled through an in-depth analysis of all components 
within a text. 
     According to Hans G. Gadamer (1960), who defines the method of the hermeneutic circle, 
fragments of a piece of literature can come to reveal a greater understanding of the whole. These 
fragments, such as characters, language and literary devices are possible indicators of an unspoken 
theme or tone. By constantly jumping from analyzing parts to viewing the text as a whole, the initial 
understanding evolves and a deeper comprehension is achieved. Gadamer even suggests that 
through language an understanding of the universe surrounding a piece of literature, the context of 
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the world it was written into, and the eyes that look upon it, can be read through a hermeneutic 
approach. It is through language that the world is opened up for us. (Bjoern et al Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy Hermeneutics) The relevance of the hermeneutic method is continually 
prevalent in our project on Rousseau’s Emile or On Education. The philosophical and literary 
analysis especially draws its meaning from a comprehension of several elements of the book onto 
its greater philosophies and their intention.  
 
   Another method used to examine the issue of gender inequality in Emile or On Education is that 
of feminist theory. Feminism, as a critical school of thought, did not start until the 1960s. However, 
issues of patriarchy and oppression of women have been prevalent for centuries. Judith Butler and 
Simone De Beauvoir as described in The Way of the Sign (Elias 75-108), are significant scholars in 
the feminist struggle for women's rights and equality, and are specially known for their thesis that 
gender is performative and socially constructed. Feminist theory serves to convey how language 
and fiction in Emile or On Education contain elements of gender discrimination and chauvinism. 
Seen from a feminist perspective, Rousseau’s philosophies on education poses great issues of the 
stereotypical education granted girls.  
 
1.5 Dimensions 
      Philosophy & Science:  
     The dimension course, ‘Philosophy & Science’ introduced us to some of the world’s foremost 
philosophers and their revolutionary ideas. The dimension of ‘Philosophy & Science’ thereby 
becomes an absolutely integral part of our project. The work Emile or On Education, by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, is an outright exposition of his philosophical views on the raising of children & 
their place in society. We have outlined these philosophies through our look at his historical period, 
his writing, and the reception he received. Much like philosophers have done since the time of 
Aristotle & Plato, Rousseau uses the fictional characters of Emile and Sophie to illustrate his 
philosophies in action, while we have contrasted the educations of the two to reveal the similarities 
and inherent inequalities to be found therein.  A further analysis of his philosophical writings 
reveals the prevalent views of the time as well as his rebellion against them. Many of his views 
were in stark contrast to those of his contemporaries, subjecting him to extreme criticism, as well as 
praise, from both historical and modern figures. Despite the contradictory nature of some of his 
9 
 
work, it maintains a great deal of relevance to society today, both from an educational and 
philosophical perspective. 
 
Text & Sign: 
     In order to examine our problem formulation, we wish to indulge in the dimension of ‘Text & 
Sign’. This dimension is the study of the how text and signs come to reveal meaning in literature. 
Since Emile or On Education is our main piece of literature, we intend to critically analyze 
Rousseau’s usage of a fictional medium in which he conveys his philosophies on education. In 
order to understand the contrasts in the representation of the two protagonists, Emile and Sophie, 
we will investigate Rousseau’s portrayal of the differences of dispositions between genders, with 
the help of literary devices. Such devices, as metaphors, allegories, and rhythm all come to signify a 
fundamental difference in the education and understanding of men and women. Through a feminist 
approach, we hope to reveal the objectification of women through gender performances, in 
Rousseau’s patriarchal work. By using the dimension of ‘Text & Sign’, our overall aim is to 
understand how Rousseau utilizes language to manifest gender inequality in Emile or On 
Education. 
 
1.6 Reliability of Sources  
     A great difficulty for the portions regarding historical context in our project, is the scarce 
availability of reliable, unbiased material of the time. Most writing done during the span of any 
writer’s life will be somewhat biased by the beliefs of contemporary writers, and Rousseau was no 
different. Thusly, we have been relying on the accounts of present day historians, rather than that of 
writers of contemporary society at the time. For this reason, one should be wary of the fact that 
discrepancies might occur between the perceived state of society from our point of view and the 
actual state at the time.  
     Another difficulty that is especially prevalent for the literary analysis aspect of our project, and 
to a lesser extent, the aspect dealing with Rousseau’s philosophies, is that of translation. Rousseau’s 
writings were originally in French. The edition of Emile or On Education, upon which our project is 
based however, is an English translation. As such, one should take into account that something 
might be lost in translation. While the translators will no doubt do the utmost to ensure the integrity 
of the original message of Rousseau’s, it is an inherent possibility in the translation of works from 
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one language to another, that some of the meaning be lost as a result of the transition, and a 
different meaning can be added. This should be kept in the back of the mind upon reading the 
following analysis.  
     A limitation, which is natural, given the way we have decided to approach the project, is that our 
focal point is a single book of Rousseau’s. While it is referred to as one of, if not the, great work of 
Rousseau, it is still only a single source. As such, we receive only the views and opinions stated 
within. While we, of course, utilize other sources, we are mainly focusing on Emile or On 
Education. This could potentially manifest itself in our final product failing to include the whole 
scope of what constitutes Rousseau’s views. The alternative however, is not necessarily the 
preferable solution; that is, include all his works. The advantage of focusing on just a single primary 
source is that our project is more focused and in depth with the topic. A common problem is when 
one attempts to cover too wide a field and ends up with too shallow a report. For the purpose of 
acknowledging the weakness however, it must be noted that we limit ourselves to Rousseau’s ideas, 
mainly as stated in Emile or On Education.  
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2.0 Historical Context 
2.1 Life of Rousseau  
     When studying Rousseau, it is imperative to examine his personal life. Events in Rousseau’s life 
helped shape his worldview and core philosophies. One of the main concepts with which he engag-
es, is the idea that man is naturally good, corrupted only when engaging in society. (Rousseau 161) 
While his philosophies are sensible and generally applicable, he often acted in a manner that is con-
tradictory to the ideas he had formulated. Therefore it is important to examine his personal life in 
order to explain why he did not practice what he preached. Indeed, as he asserts throughout his writ-
ings on education, the character and outlook of any of us is largely the result of the influence which 
parents, relatives, teachers and environment have on the individual.  
     From the recorded history of his life we are able to comprehend the customs of society, both for 
the lower and upper classes in Western Europe. The society, to his dislike, shaped the moral outlook 
of Rousseau, particularly in his relationship with women. The recommendations which he makes 
for the education of girls reflect not only the social environment of the time but also his own rela-
tionship with many women, mainly from the upper social classes.  
In order to ascertain his credentials for thoughts on education, it is important to know that Rousseau 
writes from experience and his work consists of expressing his views with an authority and empha-
sis, which needs justification. This is achieved by investigating his personal life.  
 
     Rousseau’s personality was in many ways contradictory in nature. He managed to excel in vary-
ing fields such as composing, politics and tutoring. He had experience in a number of different vo-
cations, such as different clerk functions, assistant to a choir master and teacher. For a short period 
of time, Rousseau experienced teaching individuals and small groups at the Choir School at Anne-
cy. Then later he was a tutor for children, and during this time he presented a document to his em-
ployer, containing criticism of what children at that time ought to learn. His travels brought him into 
contact with many different social circles. His voracious appetite for learning had given him the ex-
perience of studying Latin, botany, astronomy and geology under a lady with whom he would later 
engage in sexual relations with. These experiences with the education of children were likely the 
beginning of Rousseau’s thoughts and writings on the proper education and upbringing of children.  
     Later, Rousseau tried to earn his living as a teacher of music and singing. In Paris he wrote arti-
cles on music for Denis Diderot’s Encyclopedia (Margaret Jacobs, 151) and just after, Rousseau 
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worked as a music copyist. During this time, he grew disillusioned with his role in society, and he 
longed for the simplicity he perceived to only be found in nature. 
 
2.2 Childhood 
     The study of Rousseau’s childhood gives us clues to some of his behavior in manhood. 
He was born in the Protestant city of Geneva in 1712. He was a sickly baby, and was not expected 
to live. His mother died in childbirth, something which Rousseau’s father never forgave him for, 
and which had a profound impact on their relationship. The lack of a mother figure in his early life, 
one could presume would be a source for a lot of his views on the role of women. His father was a 
skilled watchmaker and part of a select few highly skilled artisans. However, after the death of his 
wife, Rousseau's mother, this all changed. Her father was of a lower social class than his wife, be-
fore the marriage; he had essentially married above his station. When Rousseau’s mother died, the 
father no longer had a claim to the lifestyle he had lived and thus was forced to move away from his 
estate in a nice area of Geneva to a working-class neighborhood. It seems that his father blamed 
Rousseau for this unfortunate turn of events. This, however, did not deter Rousseau from pursuing a 
fulfilling life, if anything it matured him. When Rousseau was ten years old, his father challenged a 
man of higher status than himself to a duel, and was exiled from Geneva. (Boucher 264) As his fa-
ther fled from Geneva however, Rousseau did not follow. He was left with a wealthy uncle who had 
a son the same age as Rousseau. They became close friends, and Rousseau was enrolled in school in 
a local pastor’s home. This would prove to be some of the only formal education Rousseau would 
receive in his life. (Simpson 2) His mother left him a few classical works in Greek, Latin and 
French, into which he immersed himself fully and were of great joy to him. The writings of Plu-
tarch, in particular, which were his favorites, had a profound impact on him and shaped his outlook 
on human life.(Simpson 3) 
 
“My father believed that he saw his wife again in me, without being able to forget that it was me 
who had robbed him of her”(Dobins 4) 
 
     Rousseau claims his earliest thoughts regarding the outside world were founded in an unrealistic 
and romantic background. This is because he was kept almost exclusively in the house and not al-
lowed to mingle with other children of his age. Books remained the only escape he was afforded. 
This has likely impacted Rousseau and helped shape his educational course for Emile in his novel 
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Emile or On Education. It is highly likely that these restrictions placed upon him as a child led him 
to long for a more natural and free upbringing, which he affords Emile.  
 
“Till I left my father’s house, I was never allowed to run about the streets by myself with the other 
children […]” (Dobins 5) 
 
2.3 Adolescence  
     At the age of sixteen, Jean-Jacques Rousseau set out, alone, without rights and almost without 
consideration, to find his way in the world. His feelings on the morning after the fateful decision 
had been taken are best described in his own words: (Dobins 14) 
 
“The independence which I believed I had gained was the only feeling which moved me. Free, and 
my own master, I believe I could do everything, attain to everything; I had only to launch myself 
forth, to mount and fly through the air. I entered the vast world with a feeling of security; it was to 
be filled with the fame of my achievements; at every step I was to find festivities, treasures, adven-
tures, friends ready to serve me, mistresses eager to please me; I had only to show myself, to en-
gage the attention of the whole world-and yet not the whole world; to a certain extent I could dis-
pense with it, and did not want so much. Charming society was enough for me, without troubling 
myself about the rest. In my modesty I limited myself to a narrow, but delightful select circle, in 
which my sovereignty was assured. A single castle was the limit of my ambition. As the favorite of 
the lord and the lady, as the lover of the daughter, as the friend of the son and protector of the 
neighbors, I was content - I wanted no more.” (Dobins 14-15) 
 
     This period of his life can be considered to have great significance in his development; as it is 
here Rousseau begins to make the transition from boy to man. We can observe the phases of his 
growth, from the hopeless child, without any kind of personal decisions in his choices, to a young 
adult choosing his own path, ready to face adversity and discover that which he is passionate about. 
     Let us now consider some of Rousseau’s most important relationships with the women in his 
life. Although he elaborates on the beauties and charms of various young ladies, with whom he felt 
himself to be in love with through varying stages of his life, it is important to know that he always 
lacked a consistent female role model, with the possible exception of his aunt Suson. As a boy he 
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was not allowed, nor did he have much of a desire, to play in the streets of Geneva with other chil-
dren, so he couldn’t meet girls of his own age at any stage of his childhood.  
     In his search for progress, due to his decision to start his own path in life, Rousseau moved to 
Annecy, where he met one of the two most important women in his life. A beautiful twenty-eight-
year-old childless wife of noble birth who had left her husband and who had received moral and 
financial support from the King of Sardinia named Madam de Warens. Rousseau was only sixteen 
years old when they met, and decided to remain in Annecy so that he could remain in close prox-
imity to her. Rousseau was not thinking clearly at this point, and was obviously influenced by Mad-
am de Warens. Instead of making his own decisions, Rousseau is consciously and subconsciously 
affected by the impression that the lovely Madam de Warens had made upon him. 
     After many failed attempts to leave Madam de Warens (“Mamma”, as Rousseau used to refer to 
her), in order to work on his future, Jean-Jacques always ended up going back to her.  
An insecure child and unsuccessful in all he had tried to do in this time, he returns, as usual, to 
Madam de Warens, who received him with kindness. He was quiet, definitely not yet fully mature, 
and easily manipulated by her.  
     The impact of Madam de Warens upon Rousseau’s life could have caused a lot of instability and 
probably a lot of mental unhappiness for the boy. Moreover, their relationship can be seen as very 
unhealthy in that they were engaging in sexual relations, and yet Rousseau referred to her as ‘moth-
er’ and she referred to him as ‘child’. In his “Confessions”, Rousseau argues about this relationship: 
 
 “[…] my only desire was to return to Madam de Warens. The warmth and tenderness of my at-
tachment to her had uprooted from my heart all the follies of ambition. I saw no other happiness 
than that of living the life with her […].” (Dobins 20)  
 
“She was very bashful and so was I […]The relation of our hearts, and the similarity of our disposi-
tion, soon exercised their usual effect. She thought that I am an honorable man, and she was not 
mistaken. I thought I saw in her a feeling, simple girl, free from coquetry, and I was not deceived 
either. I declare to her beforehand that I would never forsake her, but that I would never marry 
her.” (Dobins 26) 
 
     We must concede that the shame of these actions haunted Jean-Jacques throughout his life: the 
memory of this strange relationship was obviously seldom absent from his mind for long, and 
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served to strengthen his resolve to demand courage, integrity, and absolute truth from himself in his 
years of full manhood and intellectual maturity.   
 
     Let us now take a look at Rousseau’s relationship with his wife, Therese, who was a faithful 
friend and lover to him. She cared for him and did everything that she could to help him through all 
the storms of his tempestuous life and through all the illnesses, and the persecution brought upon 
him after publication of Emile or On education. But from the point of view of Rousseau’s educa-
tional ideas and of his own continuous and terrible remorse in his later years, the thing that matters 
is that all his five children born to Therese, were put into an orphanage from birth. The conditions in 
orphanages were fairly abject and miserable, and a large number of the children who lived there 
died due to these squalid conditions. This is a stark contradiction to his views in Emile or on educa-
tion, where he clearly states that no parent should ever send their child away at such a crucial stage 
of development as it has a corrupting influence on the child. 
“The children, sent away, dispersed in boarding schools, convents, colleges, will take the love be-
longing to the paternal home elsewhere, or to put it better, they will bring back to the paternal 
home the habit of having no attachments.” (Rousseau 175)  
 
     Therese and her mother must have been in some agreement with Rousseau on this matter though, 
as they consented to sending their children away at his request. Rousseau then left the marital home, 
never to see his babies again, and only returned after they were gone.   
In his Confessions, Rousseau offers several justifications for abandoning his children in this way; 
but he cannot disagree with the fact that his actions are in contradictions with his beliefs, with his 
writings. 
     The third most important woman from Rousseau’s life seems not to be his wife but a woman that 
gains Rousseau’s admiration based on her beauty and her intellect- Mademoiselle Serre. It is how-
ever important to stress that most of Rousseau’s love affairs, including the one with Mademoiselle 
Serre, existed mainly in his mind and were largely one-sided. Perhaps we can suggest that this affair 
was an unconscious response to his intellectually ill-matched relationship with his wife Therese; a 
desire to find intellectual stimulation that his wife was unable to provide him with. 
     We can therefore conclude that Rousseau’s own upbringing and education has affected his views 
on education, and particularly the way he wants Emile to be raised in his novel Emile or on Educa-
tion. As stated, Rousseau’s upbringing was fairly insular, with most of his time being spent indoors, 
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reading various literature, and being influenced by those around him. This is quite a contrast for his 
educational plan for Emile, which is in comparison much more natural and free, and revolves 
around spending most of his time learning lessons outdoors and not reading any forms of literature 
until the age of twelve. This dissatisfaction with his own childhood points to the fact that Emile, his 
idealized version of a child, should have a very different upbringing from his own. 
 
2.4 The Enlightenment 
     To understand Rousseau’s life and his views, it is important to understand the time in which he 
lived, and penned his works. This period is often referred to as the Enlightenment.  
“The Enlightenment is the period in the history of western thought and culture, stretching roughly 
from the mid-decades of the seventeenth century through the eighteenth century, characterized by 
dramatic revolutions in science, philosophy, society and politics; these revolutions swept away the 
medieval world-view and ushered in our modern western world.”(Bristow Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy)  
     The Enlightenment was a period of rationalization and attempting to understand society and 
one’s role within. Science and logic became focal points and tools for the greatest minds of the 
time. Many of these formulated ideas on the shaping of individuals in society. The thoughts and 
feelings of the people during the Enlightenment ultimately led to an uprising against hierarchical 
society. The people wished to absolve themselves of the inequalities amongst the classes. The 
Enlightenment came to this conclusion in a direct confrontation between the aristocrats, royalty, the 
church and the masses, in what is commonly referred to as the French Revolution.  
     The scientific advancements of the time helped people make sense of the world around them. 
This advocated philosophical thought, as it proposed revolutionary ways of thinking. These ideas 
were in direct contradiction to the teachings of the church, as they sought to make sense of the 
natural world, independent of the church’s teachings. Particularly on the topic of ethics, 
Enlightenment promoted that one formulates one’s own opinions.  
“Many of the leading issues and positions of contemporary philosophical ethics take shape within 
the Enlightenment.” (Bristow Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)  
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      This led many to consider more naturalistic ethical standpoints, than those stated in the Bible. 
The time promoted critical thinking on anything one encounters in life though, including religion in 
general. This was a significant issue for organized religion, the most influential of which was 
Catholicism, as it shook their foundation and limited their power.  
     Furthermore, the raising of these questions, the evolution of this way of thinking, would allow us 
to take the next step in the direction of a deeper understanding of ourselves and how we function. 
The topic of the development and increasing freedom of the individual, would lead to violent 
confrontation between upper and lower social classes. In the wake of this bloody rebellion however, 
a new way of thinking emerged, one that incorporated many of the core ideas that led to the 
collapse of traditional Enlightenment society. This time is known as the Age of Romanticism.  
 
2.5 Romanticism 
     Romanticism was in many ways a reaction to the period of Enlightenment and its ideologies, and 
attempted to break with these ideas. It admired the beauty of the natural things. It focused on the 
freedom and development of the individual as a figure that is not inherently bound to society.  
     This is very much in line with Rousseau’s ideas of ‘the natural goodness of man’, an idea that 
was in stark contrast with the church’s teachings of ‘original sin’ (Simpson 18-19). The idea of 
original sin states that throughout life, we must seek forgiveness for the sins of our forefathers, for 
which every human was to be held responsible according to the church. Rousseau believes that we 
are born perfect and pure, thus the liberty to choose for ourselves should be afforded everyone. He 
believed there was a natural explanation and purpose for everything. The formulation and 
circulation of these ideas were to have dire consequences for Rousseau. As well as the severe 
backlash from the church, which chased him out of France, Rousseau’s ideas were not in line with 
the most commonly held ideas of his contemporaries. Many promoted contradictory ideas to this 
liberal way of thinking, such as those of the philosopher John Locke. In Book II in his work, An 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, released in 1689, Locke writes: 
“Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any 
ideas; how comes it to be furnished? […]To this I answer, in one word, from experience.” (Locke 
109) 
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     John Locke suggests that we are born as a blank canvas, which throughout our life experiences is 
painted and added to. He believes however, that the natural blank slate should be filled with the 
knowledge and experience to properly fit within society. He does not share the liberal views of 
Rousseau, and believes that an individual should ultimately conform to society and be taught how 
to act therein.  
     Rousseau’s fondness of nature, his beliefs that reason and knowledge did not account for all the 
beauty found in nature, was to become one of the core aspects of Romanticism. This is one of the 
reasons why Rousseau is sometimes referred to as the father of Romanticism. (Thompson 
Novaonline) 
     With the surge of individuality in society, the question of women’s role naturally became more 
relevant. This was a point of argument for Rousseau, as well as women aspiring to prominence at 
the time. Mary Wollstonecraft was a remarkably active feminist. She is well known for her 
criticisms against Rousseau, and for her activism in the field of women’s rights. Not everyone 
agreed with her sometimes radical proposals. Sometimes even her fellow feminists have come to 
disagree with her thoughts. Due to Wollstonecraft being from the upper classes, some of her 
contemporaries would accuse her of lack of true insight as to what their conditions were. (Ford, 
Project Muse) However, what is important to note, is that women were starting to be allowed proper 
access to the realm of scholarly debates, a field that they were previously excluded from. Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s key ideas are that the “men’s rule over men must come to an end.” (Boucher 326) 
Further, she argued for removing the bonds of dependence that women were constrained under. 
(Boucher 331-334) This again is much in line with what Rousseau was referring to in Emile or On 
Education:  
“Do not deprive them of gaiety, laughter, noise and frolicsome games, but prevent them of getting 
their fill of one in order to run to another; do not allow for a single instant in their lives that they no 
longer know any restraint. […] From this habitual constraint comes a docility which women need 
all their lives, since they never cease to be subjected either to a man or to the judgments of men and 
they are never permitted to put themselves above these judgments.” (Rousseau, 546)   
     Through Rousseau, we learn that the women of the time were mostly subjugated by their male 
counterparts, something that Wollstonecraft wished to end. These ideas became much more 
prominent during the Romanticism, as Wollstonecraft and other feminist theorists helped reveal the 
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inequalities amongst the sexes at the time through analyzing the works like that of Rousseau. (Ford 
Project Muse)  
 
2.6 Women in Enlightenment Society 
     It is hard to say much definitively concerning the role of women at this time, as these were 
seldom the focus of writing. Women were rarely written about and even rarer still was it for a 
woman to have her works published herself. Indeed, women who attempted to have their works 
published were subject to ridicule from their male counterparts, as these regarded such ventures as 
foolish and unreasonable. There are noted instances of theatre plays circulating the, at the time 
considered ludicrous, idea of women pursuing scientific and philosophic endeavors.(Moliere) As 
such, relatively few sources from the time are available concerning the role of women in society, 
and fewer still can be regarded as unbiased. The general role of women in Enlightenment society 
however, is believed to have been one of relative passivity and subservience to men. A common 
idea at the time was the separation of public and private spheres. The private sphere revolves 
around domestic life, including practices such as childcare and housekeeping. The public sphere 
constitutes matters such as politics and law. Common belief held that men should occupy the public 
sphere exclusively. Women were considered all but incapable of reason, ruled almost entirely by 
their emotions, rendering them unfit for complex matters, such as politics. Therefore, it was 
believed that women ought exclusively to occupy the private sphere and attend to matters of the 
house and the family. They should at all times obey the wishes of their husbands and fathers in the 
home. As such, they were subject to the will of men in the private sphere, as well as relying on them 
in tackling social and political matters.(Boucher 329-332) It is safe to say then, that men at the time 
were the dominant ones and that women were encouraged to understand and accept their roles as 
being below that of men.  
      One of the factors that kept average citizens, women included, from obtaining knowledge was 
that academic works, prior to the Enlightenment, were written in Latin. This was in large part due to 
the Catholic Church’s influence. The Catholic Church had a vast amount of influence in Europe at 
the time before the Enlightenment. A key turning point in history came about in the Enlightenment, 
when educated individuals cut ties with the previous approach to writing academic pieces in Latin 
in favor of writing in their native tongue. This meant that a greater number of citizens suddenly had 
the possibility to read and educate themselves to an extent. This was especially profitable for 
women, as even fewer women were taught Latin than their male counterparts. As Latin was 
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considered a scholarly and highly educated language, it was generally thought that women should 
refrain from pursuing an understanding of it. 
“Modernity, most fundamentally, is the consciousness of oneself as self-creating. It requires very 
specific intellectual skills and highly developed systems of communication. None is more critical 
than writing, which enables us to separate ourselves from our ideas, to take the possession of them, 
and to exchange them with others across space and time.”(Heiss preface xii) 
     Previously, it was mainly nuns of the Catholic Church who received education in the Latin 
language, some of the only women to do so. A few women of the higher social classes however, did 
receive education and so learned to read and write Latin. One such woman was Émilie le Tonnier de 
Breteuil, Marquise du Châtelet. 
“Émilie le Tonnier de Breteuil, Marquise du Châtelet (1706–49), was a colourful figure of the 
French Enlightenment, high-living, highly cultured, and highly intelligent aptly described by 
Voltaire as "une dame qui entend Newton et qui aime les vers et le vin de Champagne." Her parting 
gift to posterity was her French translation of Newton's Principia Mathematica, which was 
completed just before she died in childbed in 1749 though not published until 1759. In a period 
when few women had advanced mathematical education of any kind, and when few men had the 
mathematical expertise to be able to read Newton's book”(Ford Mary Wollstonecraft and the 
Motherhood of Feminism) 
      Emilie le Tonnier de Breteuil, Marquise du Châtelet had achieved a mastery of mathematics, a 
skill not often thought of as applicable for women, so much so that she was able to understand and 
translate the works of Sir Isaac Newton. Few at the time would have been able to replicate this feat, 
and the fact that it was achieved by a woman was nothing short of extraordinary. Despite this 
amazing feat, she was often met with condescendence and prejudice. She is often remembered more 
so for her relationship with Voltaire, and some accused her of fraud, saying that men had translated 
Newton’s works, and that Emilie de Breteuil had taken the credit. (Ford Mary Wollstonecraft and 
the Motherhood of Feminism) 
 
“Even the most recent English biography of her, by David Bodanis, who claims to redress the 
balance, is dominated by the Voltaire liaison in which she figures as "Bridget Jones with IQ." (Ford 
Mary Wollstonecraft and the Motherhood of Feminism) 
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     This is in reference to the movie Bridget Jones’s Diary from 2001, in which Bridget Jones, a 
British girl, struggles with self-esteem issues connected to her weight, a partner and her career 
(Bridget Jones’s Diary). This comparison paints de Breteuil as a simple-minded girl of the twenty-
first century, unable to form thoughts or opinions on matters more crucial to humans and society, 
focusing more on her role as partner to a man and less on her remarkable achievement. 
     Daniel Roche a professor of Modern History at the Sorbonne University in Paris, France. An 
estimate of Roche’s about Parisian women in the 1780’s, states that only roughly one in eight was 
able to write their name, let alone read.(Hesse) This should give an indication of how poor the 
academic prospect for women actually was.   
“In a modern Republic, the real liberation for women comes not when their sex is represented 
(although this is an important and necessary part of the enterprise), but when they are perceived as 
capable, as well, of representing something larger than gender alone; when the political arena is 
for women, as for men, an arena of self-transcendence rather than mere self-affirmation.” 
 
2.7 Rousseau’s Model Woman 
     Rousseau’s model of a woman’s role in society does not at first glance seem to differ much from 
the general view of society at the time. He shares the idea that woman is naturally inferior to man, 
and that the nature of women is to live in service to men.(Simpson 130) Women, therefore, should 
direct their attention and energy toward the wishes of man, functioning as the foundation of his 
happiness and liberating him, so that he may pursue matters more suited to his being a man.  
 
“Men’s morals, their passions, their tastes, their pleasures, their very happiness also depends on 
women. Thus the whole education of women ought to relate to men. To please men, to be useful to 
them, to make herself loved and honored by them, to raise them when young, to care for them when 
grown, to counsel them, to console them, to make their lives agreeable and sweet – these are the 
duties of women at all times, and they ought to be taught from childhood. So long as one does not 
return to this principle, one will deviate from the goal, and all the precepts taught to women will be 
of no use for their happiness or for ours.” (Rousseau 540) 
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     It seems apparent that Rousseau believes women’s primary role is to be useful and pleasing to 
men. While he concedes that men and women complete each other, it certainly does not appear that 
he hold them to be equal. (Boucher 279)  
     Not only does Rousseau believe that women ought to function in a complimentary role to men, 
he even argues that they should be taught so from early ages. Women need, it seems, to understand 
their place in life early on; as such their education should focus on honing the skills and attributes 
that will make them appealing and convenient to men later in their lives. He also believes that the 
education of girls ought to be strictly relevant to this purpose, with little to no other education, as 
this will not be of use to the men’s happiness, or the women’s.  
     An interesting aspect of Rousseau’s work Emile or On Education, that seems to elaborate upon 
his slightly chauvinistic tendencies, is that while women would be expected to feature heavily in a 
child’s upbringing, the book is quite obviously written only for men to read. This is evident 
throughout the book, when Rousseau refers to women, calling them “they”, while referring to men 
as “us”. One example is on the first page of the fifth book within Emile or On Education:  
“Sophie ought to be a woman as Emile is a man – that is to say, she ought to have everything which 
suits the constitution of her species and her sex in order to fill her place in the physical and moral 
order. Let us begin, then, by examining the similarities and differences of her sex and ours.” 
(Rousseau 531) By referring to the male gender as “us”, or in this case “ours”, Rousseau is 
expressing his belief that only men will, and perhaps should, read the book. One might think that a 
book such as Emile or On Education, and especially Book V, might be relevant for women to read, 
as many parts of the book are specifically directed at them. It seems however, that the book is 
written purely for male audiences.  
     The argument can be made that this is in fact because the story is written as an interaction 
between Emile and his mentor, both of whom are men, and that this is why a distinction is made 
between the female gender and that of the reader. This will be elaborated on further on in the paper, 
during the literary analysis of the book. 
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2.8 On Dependence of the Sexes 
     Rousseau was of the belief that the distribution of dependence among men and women was not 
equal. In his words, men depend on women solely for their desires, whereas women depend on men 
both for fulfillment of their desires, but for their needs as well.  
As such, he argues, men would likely have an easier time surviving without women, than would 
women without men, as men are better suited to brave the world alone than women are. This, as 
well as the fact that women were often without education at the time and were limited in jobs, 
meant that they often had to rely on marriage for economic security. This is what Rousseau refers to 
as the dependence of women on men. 
“By the very law of nature women are at the mercy of men’s judgments, […] When a man acts well, 
he depends only on himself and can brave public judgment; but when a woman acts well, she has 
accomplished only half of her task, and what is thought of her is no less important to her than what 
she actually is.”(Rousseau 539-540)  
 
2.9 Rousseau as an Early Advocate for Women’s Individualism?  
 
“Does it follow that she ought to be raised in ignorance of everything and limited to the 
housekeeping functions alone? Will man turn his companion into his servant? Will he deprive 
himself of the greatest charm of society with her? In order to make her more subject, will he prevent 
her from feeling anything, from knowing anything? Will he make her into a veritable automaton? 
Surely not. It is not thus that nature has spoken in giving women such agreeable and nimble minds. 
On contrary, nature wants them to think, to judge, to love, to know, to cultivate their minds as well 
as their looks. These are the weapons nature gives them to take the place of the strength they lack 
and to direct ours. They ought to learn many things but only those that are suitable for them to 
know”. (Rousseau 539) 
     From this quote it appears that, regarding them not just as mindless servants, perhaps Rousseau 
actually holds women in a higher regard than one might think at first glance of Emile or On 
Education. More than a servant, woman is a companion to man. This word conveys a sense of 
impartiality between the two, as if they might be on equal terms.  
     While he would most likely not be thought of as a feminist by today’s standards, this way of 
thinking about women was not exactly common at the time, with the liberties of women at the time 
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in mind, which often excluded them from the scholarly and political pursuits. The very notion that 
women should think and cultivate their minds was a foreign thought to most men. For women to 
acquire skills other than those needed to tend a home, and to develop themselves, was new for the 
age.  
     While he ultimately still appears to regard women as his inferiors in most of what he writes, and 
as a means to an end, that end being the happiness and ease-of-existence of men, quotes such as the 
above reveal that perhaps he entertained ideas that women might not only be a tool for men to use, 
but individuals in their own right. 
 
2.10 A Man of Contradictions 
     Gender equality was a fairly new topic at the time of Rousseau’s life, and is still an unresolved 
issue to this day. With that in mind, Rousseau’s general ideas regarding women, their being subjects 
to men, were not unnatural. His thoughts on women as more than just, in his own words, “veritable 
automatons”, however, were not something the public was necessarily used to. When at once he 
seems to be perpetuating the generally accepted dogma, he might also be perceived as sprouting 
new and progressive ideas. Just as it seems Rousseau might be campaigning for further inclusion of 
women into society, he proposes ideas seemingly constraining and conservative regarding women’s 
civil liberties. Rousseau was indeed a man of apparent contradictions, and his statements at times 
seem downright conflicting. 
  “In the union of the sexes each contributes equally to the common aim, but not in the same way. 
From this diversity arises the first assignable difference in the moral relation of the two sexes. One 
ought to be active and strong, the other passive and weak […] Once this principle is established, it 
follows that woman is made specially to please man.” (Rousseau 532) 
     Rousseau was normally against servitude and dependence (Boucher & Kelly 277); he believed 
that society corrupted our views and what we aspired to become and achieve. (Rousseau 161) 
     Despite this belief he oft makes remarks such as the above, relegating women to a role of 
servitude and dependence such as he would normally resent. He is clearly shown to possess a 
callous disregard for the female perspective in the matter of servitude. It is a bold statement to say 
that women have to be weaker in order to play their role in nature; for them to have to serve and be 
subordinate to men.  
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     This is just one of many paradoxes one is bound to run into when studying Rousseau, a man of 
many contradictions. With one breath he cries for freedom and liberty, yet with the next he proposes 
restriction and servitude. However confusing these contradictory statements might appear, it seems 
to show a deep devotion to try to solve these problems within Rousseau. While the picture he paints 
of his ideal woman and man are far from perfect, he attempts to create a scenario in Emile or On 
Education that we should not follow literally; rather it should serve as inspiration for further 
reflection. It should be read as a philosophical work, meant to be read and serve as an influence in 
your future beliefs.  
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3.0 Emile or On Education 
 
     Emile or On Education is a novel published in 1762 by the French philosopher Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. The novel is, along with The Social Contract (1762) one of Rousseau’s most famous and 
enduring works. Aside from being a written manifestation of his philosophical thesis it can be seen 
as a didactic work on the education of children. The novel is composed of five books, each con-
cerned with a separate stage of life. Emile or On Education varies between being a fictional piece of 
literature and a treatise.  
 
3.1 Short Summary of Emile or On Education 
     Emile or On Education, by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, centers on education of the natural man. 
Rousseau is a philosopher and through his fictional character Emile, he presents his ideal model on 
education and the way to achieve a non-corrupted way of life.  
     The novel is divided into five books, each concerning different stages of education and life. The 
first and second books are concerned with ‘The Age of Nature’ which starts at infancy. It is de-
scribed as the physical aspect of education. Like small animals, children must be freed of constric-
tive swaddling clothes, breast-fed by their mothers and allowed to play out-of-doors, thereby devel-
oping the physical senses that will be the most important tools in their acquisition of knowledge. 
     The third book’s main theme is that of formal education. Rousseau stresses the importance of 
education starting from the child’s natural desire to learn. Moreover, said education must be rele-
vant to the child’s nature. He wants Emile to be taught a manual trade, such as carpentry, because 
Rousseau believes that it brings him closer to nature.  Book four is the transition from childhood to 
manhood. Emile needs to find his rightful place within society without being corrupted by institu-
tions. It revolves around such great concepts as friendship, love, family and religion which become 
important when entering the adolescence. 
 ‘The Creed of the Savoyard Priest’, a subsection in Book IV, puts special attention on Emile’s en-
counter with the subject of religion and the existence of God. Due to this section of the book, Emile 
or On Education was banned and publicly burned in France, as its ideas challenged Christian val-
ues. The last book introduces the woman, Sophie. Rousseau devotes attention to education of wom-
en and the story of Emile and Sophie’s relationship. 
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4.0 Introduction to Rousseau’s Core Philosophy 
 
     In this section, we will be examining the key philosophical aspects of Emile or On Education, 
paying particular attention to the contrasting educations of Emile and Sophie. We will also be ex-
ploring some of his core philosophies, such as the Natural Goodness of Man, and The Three Stages 
of Education. Rousseau did not intend for Emile or On Education to be used as a template for how 
to raise children, but more as a philosophical guide regarding human nature and society in general. 
He writes with great passion and conviction throughout; and our aim in this section of the project 
will be to compare and contrast Emile and Sophie’s respective educations, in order to reveal the 
male and female’s differing roles in society according to Rousseau. 
 
4.1 The Natural Goodness of Man 
   One of Rousseau’s key theoretical concepts is based on the Natural Goodness of Man. Unlike 
most of his contemporaries and in stark contrast to the views of the time, Rousseau believed that all 
human beings, both male and female, were born naturally good and that they later became corrupted 
by negative institutions such as governments, schools, cities and armies.  
“Everything is good as it leaves the hands of the Author of things; everything degenerates in the 
hands of man.” (Rousseau 161) 
 
     He saw suffering, injustice and social inequality all around him, and believed the only way to 
affect change was to change the laws and institutions that caused such misery. Rousseau wanted a 
return to nature, and the natural state of human goodness. In such a natural state, Rousseau thought 
the few could not oppress the many. In Emile or On Education Rousseau describes a new form of 
education which was based on encouraging the natural abilities of each child instead of trying to 
force all children into a single mold. This was done to preserve the child’s goodness instead of cor-
rupting it. 
   This philosophical belief in the Natural Goodness of Man is also what makes Rousseau such an 
important figure in the development of pre-Romanticism and Romanticism in fiction. The emotion-
al state of the individual was a major feature in Rousseau’s writings and also Romanticism. There 
was a great belief that one must identify what is right and learn to know about the world through 
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one’s feelings, as opposed to rationalizing and finding answers through one’s thoughts. This reli-
ance on feeling over thought was based on Rousseau’s belief that human beings were naturally 
good and capable of recognizing the good when they experience it. 
   As stated, this rejection of rational and logical thinking in favor of a more instinctive approach, 
very much went against the views of the time on how children should be educated in schools using 
textbooks. Rousseau did not believe that a child’s mind was developed to deal with reason, and 
wanted the main character Emile, his idealized version of a child, to avoid reading anything for the 
first twelve years of his life, in order to mold him into a wise man later on in life (Rousseau 226). 
   This approach was considered fairly controversial and was in direct opposition to his contempo-
raries, such as the English philosopher John Locke, who believed children should be reasoned with 
from an early age. Rousseau believed that reason was in fact something that developed later on in 
life and with a great measure of difficulty. 
  “To reason with children was Locke’s great maxim. It is the one most in vogue today. Its success, 
however, does not appear to me such as to establish its reputation; and, as for me, I see nothing 
more stupid than these children who have been reasoned with so much. Of all the faculties of man, 
reason, which is, so to speak, only a composite of all the others, is the one that develops with the 
most difficulty and latest.” (Rousseau 221)  
4.2 The Three Stages of Education 
 
   Some of the general philosophies behind Rousseau’s desired education for Emile are developed 
from his philosophy on the Natural Goodness of Men. Rousseau’s education of Emile concerns it-
self with the pupil’s character development and moral sense, more so than the conventional teach-
ing techniques of the time, so that Emile may fit into and remain virtuous in the imperfect society 
he will have to live in. Emile is to be raised in the countryside, which Rousseau considered a far 
more natural and suitable environment than the city, under the guidance of a tutor, in this case as the 
character of Jean-Jacques, who resembles Rousseau himself who will take him through various 
learning experiences. Rousseau firmly believed that Emile should learn right and wrong through 
experiencing the consequences of his acts, rather than through physical punishment and textbooks 
like most of his peers at the time. Rousseau divides childhood into three stages: First stage is up to 
the age of twelve, when children are mainly guided by their emotions and impulses. The second 
stage, between the ages of twelve and sixteen, when reason begins to develop within the child and 
the final stage is from the age of sixteen and onwards, when the child starts to become an adult. 
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     Perhaps the most important principle of this educational program is that the tutor must to some 
extent control the three forces that will shape Emile’s body and character, which Rousseau refers to 
as “This education comes to us from nature or from men or from things” (Rousseau 162). The edu-
cation of nature can be defined as our own inherent abilities and intellect, or, what makes us human. 
The education of men, on the other hand, is the arbitrary construction of society that harnesses our 
natural education and enables us to function as a member of a group or within society. Finally, the 
education of things is the resulting product of the education of nature and man being utilized at 
once. Our own intellect is turned to what we are told, and we learn from the resulting experience. 
     The tutor should have as much control over the ‘things’ and especially over the ‘men’ who will 
influence him as possible. The education of men refers to He was aware that this was only possible 
to a certain extent, and that it was in fact not possible to control everything that is said in the pres-
ence of a child. 
 
4.3 Philosophical Differences Between the Education of Emile and Sophie 
   
  At first glance, Emile and Sophie’s educations appear very different, polar opposites if you will. 
Emile is to be given a very ‘hands-on’, well-rounded education in order to make him an independ-
ent, free-thinking member of society. Sophie’s education, on the other hand, is aimed solely at serv-
ing the man in her life. She is to be trained only as a wife to Emile, and as a mother to their chil-
dren. 
“One ought to be active and strong, the other passive and weak. One must necessarily will and be 
able; it suffices that the other put up little resistance.” (Rousseau 532) 
     Many of Rousseau’s critics have questioned these contradictory educational paths, and attempted 
to explain them as being a reflection of the patriarchal times in which the book was written, and of 
the personal misogynistic opinions held by Rousseau himself (Weiss 64). They accuse Rousseau of 
conveniently forgetting his primary human values of equality and freedom where women are con-
cerned, and reducing them to a passive and subservient role compared to their male counterparts 
   Rousseau, however, argues throughout Emile or On Education that the creation of these differing 
roles for the two sexes is in fact essential for the political and social ends they are meant to serve. 
Simply put, men and women are different. They therefore require different educations in order to 
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prepare them for their respective roles in life. Although these roles and educations are different, 
they are not in complete contradiction with one another and in fact they have key similarities as we 
will later examine. 
 
     Rousseau firmly believed that Emile should receive what he referred to as a ‘negative educa-
tion’. This approach to educating children consisted of letting nature take its course, and focusing 
on the physical development as opposed to the academic. This approach also placed an emphasis on 
developing the child’s senses, and carefully regulating all other aspects of education; such as read-
ing and learning from textbooks, which were not to be introduced to Emile until the age of twelve. 
“Thus, the first education ought to be purely negative. It consists not at all in teaching virtue or 
truth but in securing the heart from vice and the mind from error.” (Rousseau 226) 
   In the early stages of development, Emile is to be encouraged to exercise and strengthen his body 
as much as possible. He is to be constantly in motion, and never forbidden any form of physical ac-
tivity for fear of restricting his development. Sophie, on the other hand, is not allowed to play 
games which might bruise and harden her skin, and may only indulge in “[…] agreeable, moderate 
and salutary exercises.” (Rousseau 541)  
     This contradiction enforces the image we have of Emile as strong, self-sufficient and free, and 
Sophie as weak, needy and dependent. While Emile is free to roam around and learn from the inju-
ries he acquires throughout his physical trials, Sophie is afforded no such freedoms. 
Rousseau would argue that he does so in order to create interdependence between the sexes. He be-
lieved that if men and women were too similar, they would in fact have no need for one another. He 
also argues that just because men are rendered physically strong, this does not mean that they have 
no need for women. 
“ If women could ascend to general principles as well as men can, and if man had as good a mind 
for details as woman does, they would always be independent of one another, and they would live in 
enteral discord, and their partnership could not exist .”(Rousseau 554) 
 
     Another important difference in Emile and Sophie’s upbringing appears when they are to learn a 
trade. Rousseau decides that Emile will train to become a carpenter. This is a skilled vocation, 
linked to his physical upbringing, where he will be using his hands as tools to create something 
practical. In this way, Emile gains financial independence and freedom, and his occupation also 
“[…] brings him closest to the state of nature […]” (Rousseau 344). 
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     Sophie in contrast, is only to be trained in the things she needs in order to become a good 
housewife such as cooking, sewing, cleaning, childcare and keeping accounts. In this way she be-
comes further dependent on her husband, which begs the question: what if the husband for some 
reason becomes unable to provide for the family due to injury or poor health or even death? Perhaps 
Rousseau does not consider it necessary or even appropriate to teach Sophie a commercial trade, 
and prefers to leave her directly dependent on the man she marries. This dependence on men does 
not appear to be something Rousseau is particularly keen on as he states here: “Dependence on 
things, since it has no morality, is in no way detrimental to freedom and engenders no vices. De-
pendence on men, since it is without order, engenders all the vices, and by it, master and slave are 
mutually corrupted.” (Rousseau 216-217) 
     Analyzing Emile and Sophie’s educations in terms of how they are perceived by the public, we 
can again see that there are some crucial differences. Emile’s education is focused on producing a 
resourceful person who acts and thinks completely independently, and is immune to the views of 
the outside world, Emile achieves empowerment. 
  “Since the more men know, the more they are deceived, the only means of avoiding error is igno-
rance. Do not judge, and you will never be mistaken. That is the lesson of nature as well as rea-
son.“  (Rousseau 355) 
   This is not the case for Sophie, who must always pay careful attention to how she will be per-
ceived by the outside world before making any sort of conscious decision. Indeed, Rousseau refers 
to opinion as “[…] the grave of virtue among men and its throne among women” (Rousseau 540), 
and this is obviously quite a contrast. Therefore, Sophie’s education forbids her from exercising in-
dependent thought as she must always be aware of her role within society. A good example of this 
is a woman’s religion. Rousseau states that all women should adopt their mother’s religion, who in 
turn should adopt the religion of their husband. Again, this comes across as an unfair distinction 
between Emile and Sophie, as Emile is given the freedom to form his own decisions regarding reli-
gion, whereas Sophie must simply go along with her parents’ views on the subject. He also writes in 
a detailed fashion how a woman’s role is to endure the injustice of men without complaining, and 
also to accept men’s judgment’s without question. 
“They never cease to be subjected either to a man or to the judgments of men and they are never 
permitted to put themselves above these judgments.[…] she ought to learn early to endure even in-
justice and to bear a husband’s wrongs without complaining.” (Rousseau, 546) 
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4.4 Similarities Between the Education of Emile and Sophie 
     If we now examine the similarities between Emile and Sophie’s respective educations, it be-
comes apparent that perhaps Emile is not as free, nor is Sophie in fact as dependent, as one might 
initially believe. The sexes are educated to become different, but the training of both generally in-
volves an understanding of the human condition that it is the same for both men and women. 
     There are three obvious similarities in Emile and Sophie’s educational programs that show a 
consistent philosophy on education: the first similarity is that Emile and Sophie are both taught to 
exercise their bodies before their minds. For boys as for girls, Rousseau treats the developmental 
stages through which they pass, emotional, intellectual and physical, as a constraint upon the educa-
tor. 
“Since the body is born, so to speak, before the soul, the body ought to be cultivated first” (Rous-
seau 541) 
      The second similarity is that Rousseau views childhood as a distinct and valid state of existence 
for both Emile and Sophie. He is deeply critical of the paternal household and the conception of 
children as ‘miniature adults’. He is also against the subjection of children to strict discipline such 
as beatings, and also early formal intellectual education. 
Childhood should instead be viewed as a prelude to adulthood, and children should not be indulged, 
molly-coddled, shielded from the world, or simply tolerated until they become adults. Rousseau be-
lieved a child should not be devalued at any stage, but that one must allow for the energy, pleasures, 
and even immaturity associated with youthfulness.  
     The final similarity is that Rousseau rejects education which is guided by the needs of the future 
adult, and ignores the present happiness of the child, again for both Emile and Sophie. His programs 
for both sexes can be understood by this quote: “Why do you give him more ills than his condition 
entails without being sure that these present ills are for the relief of the future?” (Rousseau 210). 
Therefore, neither Emile nor Sophie is to be given training which will not be of any use to them in 
their future lives. This does not, however, mean that Rousseau’s program of education is to include 
preparation for every possible fate that might befall a person. Emile and Sophie are prepared for 
events which are reasonably likely to occur, and which need preparation far in advance. Emile must 
undergo a different educational path than Sophie, but the lessons of both are determined by their 
future usefulness. 
     By further examining Emile’s physical training we obtain an understanding of this important 
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similarity. Rousseau explains that physical strength is not something to be achieved merely as an 
ends to itself, and that there are in fact four important consequences of Emile’s rigorous program of 
physical exercise: first, physical activity, rather than intellectual education, helps develop the mind. 
Emile learns though moving, experimenting, and confronting the consequences of his actions. Sec-
ond, physical health born from exercise helps one to become a useful person. Third, a healthy body 
is viewed as a necessary condition of freedom and finally Physical fitness prepares Emile for his 
future life, to survive in extreme environments, and endure physical discomfort. All of this is done 
to create a person who understands cause and effect relationships, so that Emile can learn from the 
effects caused by his physical actions, and to prevent Emile from becoming dependent on others. 
Sophie’s education, although not as physically demanding as Emile’s, is done for the same reasons: 
to create interdependence between the two sexes. Rousseau believed that if the two sexes were to be 
educated in the same way, with the same strengths and weaknesses, they would not have need for 
one another: “Women ought not to be robust like men, but they should be robust for men, so that the 
men born from them will be robust too.” (Rousseau 541) 
     Both Emile and Sophie are prepared for certain social roles, which involve specific responsibili-
ties to others. In this way, it becomes apparent that Emile is not merely to be a free and independent 
savage, but a worker and provider for his family. Sophie’s strength also matches the role she must 
fulfill as a mother and housewife. For neither sex is the need for strength considered in isolation 
from social needs, but for the fulfillment of necessary social tasks that link them intrinsically to one 
another. In this way their respective educational programs serve the same purpose and are in fact 
quite similar.                           
4.5 Emile’s Independence 
     In the chapter titled ‘Philosophical differences between Emile and Sophie,’ Emile’s apparent in-
dependence and Sophie’s perceived passivity in comparison to Emile is analyzed and put in per-
spective with regards to their respective educations. In this chapter we will examine these roles 
more closely in order to see how much they stand up to questioning. As we have seen there are in 
fact more similarities in the educations of the two sexes than anticipated and perhaps things are not 
as black and white as initially believed. 
     Firstly we examine the supposed independence Emile gains from learning to become a carpenter, 
a tempting question to ask is: does Emile’s trade really make him free? It was Rousseau’s view that 
the very need of a trade involves a sacrifice of freedom. It is tempting to argue that Emile is trapped 
within the grasp of society by outside influences such as science, the market, and other individuals. 
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While being given a relatively stable means of supporting himself, Emile is forced to become a re-
sponsible member of society, and is quite a long way off the perfectly self-sufficient natural savage 
Rousseau intended him to be. 
     The opposite argument can also be made for Sophie. The fact that Emile’s trade pushes him fur-
ther into the social world and thus makes him more dependent on others raises the question of 
whether Sophie might actually be freer than Emile. In her distance from the public world and its 
division of labor, Sophie becomes closer to the free and happy state of nature than does Emile. It is 
fair to say that both Emile and Sophie have less freedom in certain areas, and more in others, and 
each is rendered dependent on the other in varying ways. 
     It can also be argued that Sophie’s training in household management can be compared to Emi-
le’s training as a carpenter. For Sophie is prepared to perform her duties just the same as Emile. It is 
also fair to say that she contributes to their survival just as does Emile, although not financially. Is 
she then really any less dependent on him than he is on her? 
     Let us also remember that Rousseau discusses “sewing and the needle trades” when considering 
what vocation Emile should learn. Although he is not particularly flattering towards these crafts and 
quickly dismisses the prospect of Emile learning them, he undeniably acknowledges their existence. 
Therefore this could be a possible trade for Sophie and a definite means to become self-sufficient if 
for some unseen reason the man in her life were unable to provide for her. 
     Another important part of Emile’s education, according to Rousseau, is the belief that Emile 
should be independent from public opinion as much as possible. This rather bold statement that Em-
ile should be exempt from all public opinion is contradictory to the fact that he is to become a citi-
zen and therefore an active member of society. For civil society by its very nature requires con-
formance, and compared with man’s natural independence, all society is a form of conformity. 
     Rousseau writes in The Social Contract (1762) that “Man was/is born free, and everywhere else 
he is in chains.” (Rousseau in Weiss 616).  His goal is not to break all social chains, but to legiti-
mize them as a member of a closed society. Emile must be subjected to the opinions that attach 
people to their community. 
     Rousseau is aware that public opinion is essential in society, and Emile can never be fully inde-
pendent of it. Indeed, even as a child Emile is subjected to the wills of others. It can be suggested 
that he is subjected to no less manipulation in education than Sophie is. The only difference is the 
fact that Rousseau attempts to conceal this important fact: “There is no subjection so perfect as that 
which keeps the appearance of freedom […] Doubtless he ought to do only what he wants; but he 
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ought to want to do only what you want him to do. He ought not to make a step without your having 
foreseen it; he ought not to open his mouth without your knowing what he is going to say.” (Rous-
seau 258) 
     Emile is not only subject to more opinions, both societal and individual, than initially suspected, 
but Sophie is not as beholden as might be believed. Sophie has also had early exposure to the con-
ventions of her culture, but this does not mean that she is left with no means by which to question 
opinion or convention. Rousseau clearly states that for both sexes inner sentiment judges conven-
tion and that, if the two are in conflict, inner sentiment is authoritative. This basically means that 
Emile and Sophie must judge the views held by others using their own opinions or moral compasses 
if you like. If they are in disagreement with these views, they must go with their own opinion and 
not be swayed by others. Rousseau’s opinion on Sophie’s subjection to public opinion actually 
seems more moderate than his views on Emile, as he states: “As soon as she depends on her own 
conscience and the opinions of others, she has to learn to compare these two rules, to reconcile 
them, and to prefer the former only when the two are in contradiction. She becomes the judge of her 
judges.” (Rousseau 283) 
     This quote suggest that if in doubt, go with your conscience and do not listen to what everyone 
else is telling you. We can conclude that Sophie, like Emile, is never to follow opinion when she 
judges it in error, yet both are to listen to and consider it respectfully. For this reason, both sexes are 
left dependent on others and the community, but with a very clear means of challenging them that 
are compatible with morality and integrity. 
 
4.6 Summation of Rousseau’s Philosophy  
     To summarize, the aim of this section of the project has been to compare and contrast the respec-
tive educations of the two sexes, in order to clarify how Rousseau reveals the issues of gender ine-
quality through Emile or On Education. Many of Rousseau’s critics have attempted to portray Emi-
le and Sophie’s educations as polar opposites: where Emile is given great freedom and emancipa-
tion, and Sophie is subjected and ultimately enslaved (Weiss 604). Although this view may at first 
glance seem fairly easy to agree with as we examined the many differences in the educations of the 
two sexes, ultimately, we must conclude that this is rather simplistic and in fact highly debatable. 
     In the ‘Similarities Between the Education of Emile and Sophie’ section we have attempted to 
establish some important connections between the educations of the two sexes in order to offer an 
alternative interpretation of Rousseau’s work. For instance, both sexes are acknowledged to go 
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through various developmental stages that must be respected in their educations. For both, the limits 
and wonder of childhood are to be respected following Rousseau’s beliefs on the natural goodness 
of man. They are also both taught that which will be useful to them in their very different adult 
lives. Each of them is given both sensitivity to opinion, and the means of disagreeing with it when 
they see fit. Perhaps most importantly, both are resourceful yet neither is self-sufficient. In this way 
we can see that Emile and Sophie are in fact as equally molded and manipulated by society as each 
other. 
     Perhaps the most important philosophy outlined in this section of the project is that of interde-
pendence between the two sexes. This states that Emile and Sophie are actually equally dependent 
on one another in order to survive within society. Freedom cannot be found within the individual 
alone. Rousseau believed that human nature must be molded in order to fit in with society; whether 
it be learning a trade in the case of Emile, or filling a specific role, such as a mother and housewife 
in Sophie’s case. Sophie is therefore not a helpless slave, in the same way that Emile is not an inde-
pendent, natural savage. Both are to see themselves as part of something bigger, to which they both 
contribute and from which they both receive necessary benefits. In this way they become more 
equal than one might have thought. 
     It is also important to conclude that, while there are many similarities in the educations of Emile 
and Sophie, Rousseau did not consider men and women completely equal. According to him, there 
is a definite disparity between the two sexes as we can see from this quote: 
“Man depends on women for their desires; women depend on men because of both for their desires 
and needs.”  (Rousseau 539) 
 
     Although much has been written in this section on interdependence between the two sexes, this 
is just one philosophical interpretation of Emile or On Education. It can also be argued that it does 
not do his views justice to portray him as being of the mindset that dependence was equally distrib-
uted. He may make statements arguing for equal dependence, but also makes arguments against 
this: at best, he is inconsistent and indecisive on this matter.   
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5.0 Literary Analysis 
 
        This analysis of Emile or On Education, examines how Rousseau’s usage of language and 
fiction comes to reveal gender roles between Emile and Sophie - both their similarities and their 
contrasts. By taking a feminist approach to the analysis we wish to unravel Rousseau’s segregation 
of the genders. Feminist theories on the performative gender by Judith Butler and Simone De 
Beauvoir allows for a clearer understanding of the inequality between the educations granted 
characters in the novel. 
     Rousseau creates a fictional male character - Emile, a fatherless child - whom he embraces as his 
private student: “Emile is an orphan. It makes no difference whether he has his father and mother. 
Charged with their duties, I inherit all their rights […] he ought to obey only me.”(Rousseau 179)  
Rousseau guides Emile from infancy all throughout life, from infancy to adulthood.  
Rousseau uses the subject Emile to illustrate his theories. He does so by continually exposing Emile 
to challenges and everyday obstacles to elucidate and codify his ideas on the ideal and natural up-
bringing of a boy. Emile’s life is moreover used as a linear progression of the story’s timeline, 
which is conveyed by his age. Emile represents a literary device whose main function is to com-
municate Rousseau’s thesis in a comprehensible and personal way.  
In the fifth book we are introduced to Sophie, the woman: “It is not good for a man to be alone. 
Emile is a man. We promised him a companion. She has to be given to him. That companion is So-
phie.”(Rousseau 531) 
     Sophie becomes a crucial means of shedding light on Rousseau’s gender understanding and ap-
proach towards women. In this analysis we wish to investigate the way Rousseau utilizes literary 
devices to build and segregate genders through scrutiny of his characters, Emile and Sophie. We 
will attempt to do so by examining the character construction of Emile and Sophie and why they are 
of importance to the novel, both individually and in comparison to each other. Significance will be 
paid to the narrative voice of Rousseau, the character of Jean-Jacques, and his interaction with So-
phie and Emile. 
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5.1 Character Building and Their Usage 
5.1.1 Emile 
     Rousseau must have had a purpose in mind when formulating his treatise on education. He could 
just as well have formulated a simple manual, instructions or didactic guide to express his ideas on 
how to naturally educate a child, but instead he choose the element of fiction when creating the 
character Emile. 
     Why did he choose to use fiction for his treatise? What does Rousseau gain from addition of a 
fictional Emile to his philosophical work? What effect does this choice have on the audience?  
Emile is not just a randomly selected youth. He is extraordinary by the fact that he is formed and 
created with specific characteristics. Rousseau refuses to tutor a child who doesn’t meet his criteria: 
“I have hence chosen to give myself an imaginary pupil, to hypothesize that I have the age, health, 
kinds of knowledge, and all the talent suitable for working at his education, for conduction him 
from the moment of his birth” (Rousseau 177)  
     Rousseau insists that for his theories to completely and ideally manifest themselves he needs a 
perfect and pure canvas to work on. Emile is his canvas.  
A technique used by Rousseau to emphasize the exceptional nature of Emile is comparison.  
In the novel we encounter not only the created pupil Emile, but also the ordinary unnamed children 
who have not received the tutoring of Jean-Jacques - the narrator of the novel.  
“My pupil will often have bruises. But, in compensation, he will always be gay. If your pupils have 
fewer bruises, they are always hindered, always enchained, always sad.” (Rousseau 208) 
     It becomes evident that by the way Emile was raised, when compared to restrained and over-
indulged children, he is free to learn and experience for himself. Rousseau claims that this will 
bring him happiness and wisdom.  
     It is important to notice that by creating this contrast, Emile comes to represent the opportunity 
of a natural society. Rousseau does not refute the idea of a naturally functioning society but sug-
gests that it will only be possible to obtain, if his methods of education are applied to the public. 
Emile becomes the metaphor for the ideal man and therefore the stable fundament of society.  
     The usage of Emile shows itself beneficial for Rousseau when he wishes to support a claim. Em-
ile’s encounter with obstacles and his method of dealing with these is utilized as an example, usual-
ly after and with the effect of, underpinning an argument.  
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“[…] let him [Emile] be taken daily to the middle of a field. There let him run and frisk about; let 
him fall a hundred times a day. So much the better. That way he will learn to get up soon-
er.”(Rousseau 208) 
     This paragraph conveys that the physical development of the child is a natural process and that 
there is a reason for why we are created the way we are. We shouldn’t attempt to avoid or interfere 
when others are exposed to uncomfortable situations because these are what children learn from.  
When Rousseau creates these everyday life situations for Emile to confront, the reader sees them as 
being natural and randomly occurring. This legitimizes Jean-Jacques position as a tutor, especially 
because Emile always benefits positively from them in the end.  
However, since the reader is already aware that the fictional Emile is created exactly for this pur-
pose, Rousseau has planned these examples to both be explanatory and conclusive. Here one might 
question, what would happen if Emile refused the obstacles and ended up having a negative re-
sponse to them? Luckily for Rousseau he does not need to deal with such situations, since he is the 
creator of Emile.  
     The fictional construct of Emile is Rousseau’s most efficient tool to argue and conclude his theo-
ries on education. The fact that Emile is the ideally created child allows for Emile’s superiority 
among his peers, his natural approach towards life, the wisdom he gains from experiences and the 
legitimacy Rousseau gains by allowing the reader to partake in the development of Emile. Because 
Emile is created with all of these characteristics, he can be seen as the human embodiment of Rous-
seau’s ideas on the ideal and natural man. Through Emile, Rousseau reveals his self-proclaimed su-
periority over the corruption of society. 
     The name ‘Emile’ originates from the Latin word ‘aemulus’ which means desirous of rivaling, 
imitating and obtaining (OED Emulous). Through his name, it is implied, that he is by nature driven 
by the desire of becoming superior and being imitative. 
     So far we have only looked at the character and the usage of Emile and have become familiar 
with his purpose for the novel. However the counterpart of Emile - the woman - has not yet been 
mentioned or thoroughly touched upon in relation to Emile’s character. In the following section we 
discuss the matter of Sophie. 
 
5.1.2 Sophie 
     The last book of Emile or On Education is devoted to the education of women. Rousseau de-
signs an equally ideal character - Sophie - who possesses all the characteristics a woman requires to 
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play her role in the physically and morally. It is important to notice that Sophie, in contrast to Emi-
le, has not been tutored by Jean-Jacques. Sophie is nurtured and raised by her birth parents. 
Although Sophie is not ‘raised’ by Jean-Jacques she is still an ideal woman who is purposely in-
tended for the ideal man, Emile.    
“[…] woman is made specially to please man.” (Rousseau 532)  
     Rousseau reveals his belief that women should be raised to obey men. Sophie is Emile’s coun-
terpart, and although they are alike in upbringing, she is raised with the sole goal of pleasing a man.  
     When stating that a woman is ‘made’, Rousseau uncovers the underlying issue that gender is a 
social construction rather than an anatomical composition. Sophie is not born into the status quo, 
even though her female gender is leading her in that direction, but she is made and educated as a 
woman with the main focus of obeying men. She is ‘created’ with this purpose. This feminist theory 
on constructed gender is based on the French philosopher Simone De Beauvoir’s famous thesis: 
“One is not born a woman. But rather becomes a woman.”(De Beauvoir 267) 
     A vast difference between the male and the female education is that Emile is faced with certain 
episodes or challenges in which the outcome aims to teach him right from wrong. They are used to 
emphasize the desired results and to reinforce the proper education which he has obtained from his 
tutor. Rousseau creates a reasonable and valid argument when he designs obstacles for Emile. So-
phie, on the other hand, is not faced with struggles and that accentuates the validation of the educa-
tion. Rousseau mostly just depicts prejudice facts, which have no substance and are not observed 
from any one individual.  
“In fact, almost all little girls learn to read and write with repugnance. But as for holding a needle, 
that they always learn gladly […]” (Rousseau 543) 
     In this quote Rousseau suggests that almost all women do not like to read and write but that they 
care for sewing, which can be considered a stereotypical feminine action. He does not create a story 
or a specific incident to confirm or validate his premise, like he does with Emile. Instead he stereo-
types female acts and separates them from the male. He divides them, as if the male education is of 
more importance than that of the females. The male education needs an explanation and validation, 
whereas the female is just boiled down to fact, which is really only his opinion. His premise; that 
almost all girls hate to read and write, is not supported with any confirmed knowledge but it is pre-
sented as ‘natural’ and human nature. By using ‘in fact’ he makes it seem like a common and factu-
al knowledge. 
     The etymology of ‘Sophie’ stems from the Greek word ‘sophia’ meaning wisdom. (OED So-
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phia) So, even if Sophie is not naturally fond of reading, she still contains knowledge and is not 
portrayed as ignorant. Rousseau perceives her as possessing wisdom pertaining to her function as a 
mother and wife. 
     Rousseau describes Sophie as a happy medium. She is not unobtainable, or too gorgeous and 
perfect to exist. She is Rousseau’s version of the ideal woman created in the image of his ideal man, 
Emile.   
“Some have good qualities that are lacking to her; others have a greater measure of those good 
qualities she does possess; but none has a better combination of qualities for making a favorable 
character.”(Rousseau 573) 
     She is revealed to lack certain things and qualities of which others might have been blessed with. 
This makes her seem imperfect and more human, a character the reader can relate to. It also serves 
to make Rousseau’s education achievable and the character of Sophie realistic.  
Despite the fact that she is not the perfect creature, she, as an individual, represents the ideal wom-
en. Rousseau suggests that it is not the amount of qualities she possesses that makes her the ideal 
person, but it is how well they are harmonized. 
     Rousseau conveys that she is something special, although not known why, even though he creat-
ed her and therefore must have a purpose for her existence.  
“Without dazzling, she inspires interest, she charms, and one cannot say why” (Rousseau 573) 
Sophie is conceived as a woman with a calm nature, one who does not overwhelm or have an im-
pressive quality to her. She is meant to be the companion for Emile and not to outshine him. Rous-
seau does not want his ‘ideal’ woman to dazzle and catch the eyes of other men. In contrast to the 
relationship between the tutor and Emile, Sophie appears somewhat ungraspable, in the way she is 
incomprehensible. Through Rousseau’s portrayal, she becomes a vague representation of the gen-
eral woman. Sophie is degraded to fulfill the need of Emile and does not go beyond that role.  
     Sophie is, unlike Emile, not a sufficient tool in Emile or On Education; she is far from the main 
character in the story. Sophie is the companion of Emile and the woman created for Emile. The 
whole novel is about raising Emile rightfully and justly, and Rousseau has to lead him through 
childhood, adolescence and finally marriage. We follow him in his life and how his character de-
velops and learns through the knowledge gained from Jean-Jacques’ tutoring. Sophie is simply an-
other ‘task’ Emile has to conquer. The final result is for Emile and the reader to gain knowledge on 
women and marriage. Although Sophie has her own voice in the novel and goes through some of 
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her own experiences, she is only faced with things, which in the end prepare her to become the ideal 
wife for Emile - not the ideal human.   
 
5.2 Imagery in Emile or On Education 
 
     Sophie and Emile are both fictional characters. Thus Rousseau has the liberty to form and articu-
late their characteristics. By using literary devices to create nuanced and complex characters, the 
gap between the reader and Sophie and Emile is minimized and Rousseau creates a comprehensible 
reading experience. Literary devises used to create the identity of Emile are occurring pattern of 
referring to nature when describing the growth and educational development of Emile can be seen 
in Rousseau’s style of writing.  
     Several of Rousseau’s main theories concern ‘The Natural Goodness of Man’ and ‘Education of 
Nature,’ and it is clear that nature and the natural state of man are crucial concepts of his philoso-
phies. Rousseau believed that only a natural life could be free from corruption, unlike a life in civi-
lization: “A civil man is born, lives, and dies in slavery,” (Rousseau 167) and “A life in civilization 
encourages mendaciousness because the civil man is […] enchained by our institutions” (Rousseau 
167). Rousseau claims that: “Before this corruption they [men] are what I call in us nature” (Rous-
seau 163). As a consequence of Rousseau’s philosophies of nature, allegories and comparisons be-
tween Man and elements of Nature are often seen in Emile or On Education. Especially in the first 
and second book, concerning the birth and first years of a male child, the natural education is the 
focus, as these are the years of the greatest educational influence. In the first chapter Rousseau de-
scribes a male infant as “the product of nature“(Rousseau, 173), unspoiled and uncivilized.  
      “As for my pupil, or rather nature’s […]” (Rousseau, 256). By this statement Jean-Jacques del-
egates his authority over his students to their true teacher: nature. Thus nature becomes personified, 
gaining fatherly or creationist powers. Its children become a product of its teachings. This is further 
supported as Jean-Jacques claims that: “He [Emile] gets his lessons from nature and not from men” 
(Rousseau, 256), for only nature possesses the pure wisdom and knowledge that is needed to edu-
cate a boy in his true environment.  Emile is further presented as being an active part of nature. 
Through similarities and imagery, nature and animalistic qualities are added to Emile’s person.  
“Do you, then, want to cultivate your pupil’s intelligence? Cultivate the strengths it ought to gov-
ern[…] His strength and his reason grow together[…] Seeing that you take the responsibility for 
his preservation[…]” (Rousseau 255-256).’ 
43 
 
These excerpts exemplify how Rousseau utilizes specific words to represent Emile in accordance 
with the nature he grows up within. ‘Cultivate’, ‘grow’ and ‘preservation’ are all words which trig-
ger an association with nature and the development and states of the plants inhabiting it. Moreover, 
characteristics of ‘intelligence’, ‘strength’ and ‘reason’ are granted Emile through a natural devel-
opment and growth. Through the usage of metaphors, Rousseau com-pares the education of boys 
and young males with the growth of a plant: “Cultivate and water the young plant before it dies. Its 
fruits will one day be your delights” (Rousseau 162). Education of children is made comparable to 
the nursing of a plant. By caring for and putting effort in the child, he will grow and become a man 
with admirable qualities; qualities useful to the people around him. In failing to educate him well, 
his virtues will die and fade away and he will be of no use to society. Rousseau suggests that for a 
child to become a man - uncorrupted and strong - his teachers must ensure to cultivate him well, 
allow him to grow in accordance with nature and preserve him from the illnesses of society. Thus, 
through the usage of figurative language, images and associations are created in the mind of the 
reader.  
       Emile and Man in general, share certain common denominators with the nature around him. 
Likewise, the male gender is at times portrayed as an animal. “Man is, of all the animals, the one 
who can least live in herds” (Rousseau 187).  Here, the male behavior is understood when com-
pared with the customs of other animals. In comparison with all other species of animals, the spe-
cies of man is the one, least adaptable to the concept of a herd. Here it becomes clear, that Man is 
not only a product of nature, excluded from its remaining inhabitants, he is indeed a part of nature 
himself. Man partakes in the natural world, as a species along with all remaining species. 
       Overall, these quotes are used by Rousseau to compare the natural, uncorrupted development of 
a child, with that of animals or plants. By utilizing the aforementioned literary devices, he shows 
the interlinked relationship between man and nature.  
 
5.3 Literary Devices used to create the Sentiments of Sophie 
  
     In creating Sophie, Rousseau utilizes certain literary devices that work to build her as a believa-
ble, complex and fully realized character. Often Sophie’s sentiments and most inner nature is dis-
closed though the usage of semantics, rhythm and literary devises.  
“Sophie loves virtue [...] She loves it because [...] She loves it because [...] She loves it as [...] She 
loves it, finally [...]” (Rousseau 577).  
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     In this passage Rousseau explains Sophie’s love for, and relationship with, the concept of virtue 
which “[...] constitutes woman’s glory [...]” (Ibid). The passage presents the usage of repetition. By 
repeating the statement that Sophie loves, Rousseau succeeds in not only putting great emphasis on 
the concept of virtue and its importance for the female gender; he also adds a rhythmical quality to 
her love. Sounding similar to a chant, something sensitive and deeply felt is created in the redun-
dancy of her love. A part of Sophie’s creative and musically inclined nature becomes visible 
through Rousseau’s use of rhythm.  
     When describing and discussing Sophie, Rousseau generally uses a much more poetic and lyrical 
style of writing than when he is handling Emile. He is altering between different styles of writings 
to make the characteristics of the characters visible, not only through a voice or from their designa-
tion, but perceptible from the composition of the text and the transforming tones throughout the 
novel.  
“She sought a man and found only monkeys; she sought a soul and found none.” (Rousseau 586) 
Through alliteration and repetition “She sought a soul” and “She sought […] she sought”, Rousseau 
creates a poetic rhythm to make us aware of the nature of Sophie. He makes her a graceful and lyri-
cal being. Not just in the way he portrays her, through his notions of the womanly nature, but 
through these literary devices. Rousseau creates images by replacing ‘men’ with ‘monkeys,’ a met-
aphor. A monkey is a primitive and wild animal, which is usually associated with someone unintel-
ligent and uncultured. A monkey could easily represent somebody imitative, aping the stereotypical 
male role of society.  
     ‘Monkeys’ is therefore a metaphor, for not only men, but for those men who has not been suc-
cessful in getting the rightful education, as Emile has obtained due to Jean-Jacques tutoring. Rous-
seau’s philosophy of ‘man being corrupted by society’, have influenced this quote, meaning ‘mon-
keys’ is the men who have been corrupted by culture therefore making them, in Rousseau’s opinion, 
less of a natural man. This makes for a small but significant paradox. In essence, Rousseau wants 
men to be taught a natural education and is comparing the education with that of a plant’s or an an-
imal’s. He wants man to go back to nature, but apparently not too much. He does not want them to 
be ‘monkeys’ - imitative, wild and ignorant creatures, but wants them to embrace their natural sides. 
Therefore using an animal to degrade something can seem paradoxical by social standards. 
       Sophie’s inner emotions of shame and modesty are being used allegorically to prevent the 
physical act of her speaking and describing the fact that she has fallen in love. “But shame prevent-
ed Sophie from speaking, and her modesty found no language to describe […]” (Rousseau 585). By 
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personifying Sophie’s modesty, as an agent unable to formulate itself, life is being granted to So-
phie’s sentiments themselves. In fact, the implications is that Sophie is nothing but what she feels, 
and that she lacks a sense of rational, restraining her from being able to utter herself, explain her 
nature or understand her own existence. Moreover, the usage of the allegory itself, adds a poetic 
tenderness to the character of Sophie. Rousseau created her as a lyrical being, and pays significance 
to her emotions. 
     The relationship between Sophie and her parents, and the incidences of miscommunication and 
lack of understanding for one another, come to present still different characteristics of Sophie. After 
Sophie rejects several eligible men in the city, her mother utters her frustration over Sophie’s un-
willingness to find herself a husband “Why did she not make use of the freedom she had been giv-
en? Why did she not accept a husband, why did she not choose one? Did she not know […]?” 
(Rousseau 585). The question mark as a sign signifies a deeply rooted uncertainty within women. 
According to Rousseau: “Sophie’s sensitivity is too great for her to preserve a perfect stability of 
disposition [...] she harms only herself” (Rousseau, 576).  
Sophie’s sensitivity as a woman is here presented as being an obstacle for her process of becoming 
a stable and confident person. The repeated question marks in the passage of Sophie’s mother show 
a discrepancy between the conventional expectations upon a marriageable woman, and Sophie’s 
nature. Hence, confusion is added to the female character. 
 
5.4 Jean-Jacques as the Narrator. 
 
     Rousseau himself is the narrator of Emile or On Education, and he appears as the mentor Jean-
Jacques. As a narrator he is capable of speaking to several layers of an audience. He is both a part of 
the fictional education of Emile and Sophie, as well as he is a spectator and commentator of their 
lives. Although the reader experiences the growth of Emile, at the span of almost an entire lifetime, 
he himself never appears to age. Hence he gains the power to direct himself to Emile, in the voice 
of his character Jean-Jacques. He engages with the remaining characters, in order to show compari-
sons. Finally he approaches the reader of the novel and by doing so he gains credibility, as he is fa-
miliar with the thoughts, emotions and future of the characters of his novel. He has become an om-
niscient author. Jean-Jacques appears trustworthy, as he is able to take not only a personal account 
for a given situation, but that he is also able to raise himself above the project and offer a more ob-
jective account of the scene or experience being discussed. Moreover, when speaking to the reader 
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directly; “Common readers, pardon me my paradoxes” (Rousseau 226). Rousseau gains a some-
what personal relationship with his reader, as he directs himself to us. He allows for the reader to 
feel included in the teachings. The reader becomes significant, and believes himself to be of im-
portance to Rousseau’s philosophies. Thus he interacts with our feelings of selves, and hereby ob-
tains credibility as an author.  
     Now, it becomes interesting to discuss who Rousseau refers to when talking to his reader. Who 
in fact, is his intended audience? “We men could subsist more easily without women than they could 
without us” (Rousseau 539). This quote is clearly directed to men. The ‘we’ refers to the male gen-
der, which stands in contrast to the ‘women’, incapable of subsisting. This reveals an assumption of 
an entirely male dominated audience. This could simply be a result of the society in the 18th centu-
ry France, where education was primarily reserved for men. However, having already stated that 
women do not enjoy reading, it could just as well be that Rousseau does not believe women to be 
the general readers of scholarly works. However, in the Authors Preface, Rousseau addresses the 
Mother on equal terms as the Father: “Fathers and Mothers, what can be done is what you want to 
do. Ought I to be responsible for your will?” (Rousseau 158). By addressing the female gender as a 
mother and not a woman, attention is paid to her as an educational tool, rather than an individual. It 
is also possible to read the quote as ‘we’ referring to Jean-Jacques, himself, and Emile. This would 
imply a weaker division between men and women as whole groups of society. Besides from having 
already devoted most of his focus of his writing to men, in the first four chapters of his book, Rous-
seau moreover comes to apply certain biased opinions, when explaining the nature and education of 
both men and woman. 
     Usually Rousseau explains and observes Emile and Sophie in a neutral and distanced manner. 
Distanced in this sense means that he does not refer to his observations as of more or less im-
portance or significance, but rather that Rousseau’s position for most parts of the novel, is one of 
impartiality. However, in certain passages personal statements are used to describe Sophie: “Wom-
en have other concerns at home [...], and unfortunately they set the tone”. (Rousseau 566). By us-
ing the adverb ‘unfortunately,’ a sense of powerlessness is implied on the narrator. As if women’s 
power to ‘set the tone’ in the home is a characteristics deterministically given to her, and that noth-
ing can be done to correct or modify this notion. This comes to show a distance in the relationship 
between the author and ‘the woman;’ even though Rousseau, as previously stated, is the author and 
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creator of the fictional characters of Emile and Sophie, his creative powers do not seem to reach 
certain behavioral patterns of Sophie. 
     Emile, on the contrary, is created within Rousseau’s picture, and hence a sense of familiarity 
with his person and doings is evident. However, it is overtly stated, that although Rousseau might 
not always agree with certain female characteristics, he is still the creator of both Emile and Sophie. 
He does, ultimately, decide what they come to experience as a part of their learning process. Spo-
radically, Rousseau speaks directly for his characters. He takes the words, so to speak, from their 
mouths, and explains what they think and feel through his voice as the narrator. In Book V Rous-
seau even admits that “As for Sophie, it is possible she will not respond with words” (Rousseau 
583), and by doing so, he actively steals her spoken response.  
 
5.5 Fiction  
 
     Emile or On Education can be argued to belong within several different types of genres. Rous-
seau himself stresses that the novel is not intended as an educational protocol of the genders, but 
that it should be treated as a philosophical piece of work. However, it is inevitable that it is, in its 
simplest form, a didactic work, in which Rousseau takes upon himself the tutoring of his main char-
acter Emile. What is significant about this work, whether it be an education protocol or a philosoph-
ical manifestation, is Rousseau’s usage of fictional characters to convey his ideas on education. 
Jean-Jacques is the fictional parallel of Rousseau. He is a tutor and an educator, and through him his 
students Sophie and Emile come into existence. Rousseau could have carried out his philosophy 
with real, life children, and yet he chooses to portray them in fiction. One of the greatest qualities of 
fictional characters is the omniscient power of the author to bring forward cases, modify the results 
and conclude as wanted in order to satisfy the purpose of the initial claim. Emile and Sophie being 
fictional could suggest that no actual children could undergo the development that Rousseau wished 
for his examples. Emile and Sophie possess unique qualities, carefully selected by Jean-Jacques. 
They have been shaped in accordance with the roles they are predesigned to fulfill. This does allow 
for a plausible storyline in which Emile genuinely seems to develop harmoniously along with the 
purpose development of a child educated by nature. Rousseau is free to mold Emile and Sophie in a 
manner beneficial for his philosophies to be expressed to their fullest. Emile and Sophie are, like 
Rousseau’s educational theories, merely ideas and thoughts. The fictional disposition of the two 
protagonists creates a feeling of inclusion within the reader; the thoughts, feelings and emotions of 
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the characters are disposed by Rousseau. Simultaneously, however there lies a certain distance in 
the usage of fictional characters. Since the novel revolves around the real life issue of education, its 
arguments become less persuasive when conveyed through fictional characters, rather than had it 
been through examples from reality. Emile and Sophie are predestined to conduct Rousseau’s phi-
losophy ideally.    
     However, within this perfection lies a limitation. Although exhaustively described, no fictional 
character will ever maintain the complete complexity of a real human being. Rousseau might have 
the freedom to control the reactions, feelings and choices of his characters, but they will always be 
somewhat stereotypical, even two-dimensional.  
     Generally, Emile and Sophie can be seen as representing metaphors of the broader concepts of 
women and men in society. What Emile experiences as a child is meant to apply to the education of 
all boy-children. Sophie’s sentiments and disposition of character is a picture of women’s inner 
state in general, painted by Rousseau’s ideas of the two genders. It is, however, implied that Rous-
seau’s approach towards education is founded on an alternative, derived from an already existing 
approach. Emile or On Education is, besides from being an educational piece of literature, a critical 
reaction towards a societal notion that took place in the Western world during the 18th century. 
During the Enlightenment, reason and logic became cornerstones within the educational sphere. In 
his novel, Rousseau suggests an alternative lifestyle, the negative education, in which true motiva-
tion and a close relationship with one’s nature should be the foundation of every boy-child. Rous-
seau might be utilizing fiction as a tool to cover up the true function of his novel: a critique of socie-
ty and its educational methods. Hence Emile and Sophie both become allegories of a natural socie-
ty. The remaining children of the novel, whose development is often compared in contrast with that 
of Emile and Sophie, come to represent the corrupted civil society. Fictional characters allow for 
critical opinion of a less assertive nature, than that of a treatise of condemnation. By using fictional 
characters, Rousseau creates a subtle way for his ‘real life’ comments on society to be conveyed, 
and he himself becomes a figure of pedagogy, presenting his ideas in an understandable and clear 
manner. 
 
5.6 Feminist Theory Applied to Emile or On Education 
 
     Throughout Emile or On Education, Rousseau keeps revealing that the targeted audience of his 
work is mostly men. In many situations he tries to connect directly to his readers, be referring to 
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them as ‘we’ or ‘us’. This close contact helps him establish an amiable and trustworthy relationship. 
When that is said, he is successful in dividing the readers. His writing does not include every type 
of person that might read his work. Although the mother is addressed in the beginning of the novel, 
Rousseau seems to neglect the female reader as the book progresses. The male gender is disclosed 
as being the primary recipient of Rousseau’s literary work and from the tone of the author we learn 
that the male gender is superior to the female. The female is seen as the weaker and more dependent 
gender. Taking into consideration that the novel was written in the 18th century and fewer women 
had access to scholarly knowledge, we can assume that Rousseau did not think women would be his 
main audience. Still, the clear division of the two genders cannot be ignored. The novel takes great-
er care with the raising of boys than with the education for girls.  
     The novel is overtly sexist, due to the fact that he separates the two genders as if they were two 
different human species, and the woman is seen as inferior. Judith Butler, who is a well-known the-
orist in gender, sexuality, and identity, has a theory of gender roles being culturally formed and the 
gender being performative (Butler 25). When Butler says that gender is both performative and per-
forming, she establishes the fact that a gender is being ‘played’ as a role. Sophie´s acting is crucial 
to the way she, and all women, are presented to the world. That way Sophie is portrayed as a wom-
an who does what the norm expects of her. She is born into a specific character which she can never 
change; her biological sex has determined her future. Rather than to choose her own path, Sophie is 
forced into an education and upbringing which is considered the only, and righteous, way for a 
woman in that society. Unlike Emile, who gets an education which suits him as an individual, So-
phie is taught the way of women. She is not granted any deeper aspirations in life other than becom-
ing a wife and mother, which is the only goal considered achievable for women. The performative 
gender, more than roleplaying, produces an effect. Rousseau has made Sophie talk and behave in a 
way that consolidates an image of a woman. 
     The French philosopher and feminist, Simone De Beauvoir, separates sex from gender and sug-
gests that gender is an aspect of identity gradually acquired, whereas the sex is understood to be an-
atomically distinct, and an aspect of the female body. Gender is the cultural meaning, the form that 
the body achieves and the variable modes of that body's acculturation. With that distinction under-
stood, it is no longer possible to attribute the values or social functions of women to biological 
needs, and neither can we refer to natural or unnatural gendered behavior; all gender is unnatural.  
     When growing up, girls like Sophie often observe and copy their role models, such as their 
mothers. If they have seen their mother sew and cook dinner, they become inspired to be like her. 
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Rousseau establishes that women conform to the psychological concept of self-fulfilling prophecies 
or the prediction that causes itself to come true due to the simple fact that the prediction was made. 
This supports the claim that gender roles are socially constructed, and gender is performative.  
     When reading the novel with both a feministic perspective and a modern day view, Rousseau 
appears to be a chauvinistic human. He objectifies Sophie and makes unexpected and sexist state-
ments about her. He is targeting the man as the reader and has created a learning plan for Emile 
where Sophie is only a chapter in Emile’s life. However, the novel was written in the pre-
revolutionary France, and taking that into consideration, Rousseau could be seen as a faint progres-
sive, pro-feminist writer and his work might be acknowledged as an attempt to show how the socie-
ty viewed women, and an effort to create a greater awareness of society’s sexism and inequality. 
Unfortunately for Rousseau and his legacy, most have leaned towards the former interpretation.   
 
5.7 Source of Error 
 
      While reading and analyzing this novel, we have come across some significant errors, omis-
sions, and changes. For a start, the original novel was written in French and then translated into 
English. Words, phrases, and implications might have been misunderstood, not only by the reader, 
but also by the translator. The translation can vary from edition to edition and the meaning of a sin-
gle word in one language can have a completely different connotation in a second.  We have 
worked with different editions in English and have seen tremendous changes in the translation. One 
edition, for instance, was written with academic language, while another uses a more pedestrian 
vernacular. This makes it hard to judge which version is more authentic. The treatise was published 
in 1762 and language has changed a great deal since then. The real message of the novel could have 
been compromised, being misinterpreted and forced into constructs we comprehend in modern day 
society.    
 
5.8 Conclusion of the Literary Analysis  
 
     This analysis, of Emile or On Education as a literary piece of work, has come to reveal certain 
patterns and characteristics of Rousseau’s usage of fictional characters. It has been found that alt-
hough many similarities exist in the creation of Sophie and Emile, the crucial divide between the 
two, is the way Rousseau utilizes literary devices, such as metaphors, repetition, and figurative lan-
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guage to differentiate the two genders represented by Emile and Sophie. It is clear that certain char-
acteristics of the two are portrayed and emphasized through the usage of language. Emile is treated 
as a product of nature. He develops along with the plants around him, and is gifted with animalistic 
qualities such as strength and instinct. Contrastingly, Sophie is presented as a poetically built char-
acter. Significance is paid to her sensitive, lyrical and emotional being, and how this comes to pre-
sent confusion of the female gender. Furthermore, by looking at Rousseau’s own character in the 
novel, Jean-Jacques, it becomes apparent that the use of fictional characters, along with the abilities 
of an omniscient narrator, allows for the inclusion of the reader, which creates sympathy and credi-
bility, and thereby a relationship between the reader and the main characters is created. However, 
the usage of fictional characters also allow for the freedom to shape and develop Emile and Sophie, 
in a significantly beneficial way for Rousseau, to realize his philosophical theories. Emile and So-
phie are designed to fulfill their purpose. Although their fictional nature allows for greater control 
by Rousseau, their dispositions are doubtlessly limited and stereotyped. Emile and Sophie can 
viewed as allegories of the alternative, natural society, presented by Rousseau. Hence, he comes to 
criticize the enlightened, civil society of the 18
th
 century, through the usage of fictional characters.        
     When viewing the book through a feminist frame of reference, using theories by Judith Butler 
and Simone De Beauvoir, it can be concluded to consist of great gender inequality and many sexist 
statements from Rousseau. By taking this approach it becomes evident that the requirement de-
manded for Sophie are the same as those placed on women in general. She is performing her gender 
and Rousseau is the puppet master. This great novel by Rousseau gives us substantial knowledge as 
a piece of historical literature and provides a broader understanding of education, both of which 
have helped form our modern educational system, and created a means for the portrayal of women 
in a male dominated society.  
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6.0 Reaction  
6.1 Interpretations  
     As seen in the chapter above on literary interpretation, the novel Emile or On Education can be 
interpreted in many different ways. Many who have read Emile or On Education have had varied 
opinions and feelings by the time they finish the novel. Some critics, like Mary Wollstonecraft and 
Lynda Lange, have reacted with outrage and disgust, who absolutely lambast his philosophies on 
female education. While others like Madame Roland, Jennifer J. Popiel, and Henriette reacted more 
positively, seeing it as viable life philosophies and even beneficial to woman in the long run. Like 
all controversial works Rousseau’s, Emile or On Education host a varied amount of views on it. 
The aim of this chapter is to show how contemporary and modern critics reacted to the issue of 
gender roles in Emile or On Education.  
 
6.2 Madame Roland 
     Rousseau was a great and influential writer who captivated the minds of many with his works. 
Many 18
th
 century women received Rousseau works like Julie and Emile or On Education with 
great enthusiasm, being drawn to his ideals of domesticity and sensibility (Trouille, 61).  
     There is no better example of someone being captivated and agreeing with Rousseau’s ideals 
than Madame Roland. Otherwise known by her maiden name, Marie-Jeanne Phlipon, Madame Ro-
land she was born in 1754 to a prosperous Parisian engraver M. Phlipon. Her parents ensured she 
had a decent education, which was at the time considered above her social status and gender, and 
decent marriage prospects. However, her father’s reckless business decisions led to a lack of funds 
for a dowry, thereby crushing her future dreams of marriage. She would, however, later in life mar-
ry a man twenty years her senior, named Jean-Marie Roland, who is best known for his two terms 
as the interior minister for Louis XVI government and a leader of the Girondist faction during the 
Revolution. Madame Roland is remembered for secretly running her husband’s political career by 
acting as ghost writer for and chief adviser to him. Her work through her husband had a major im-
pact on the French Revolution.   
     While being allowed to read all of the great philosophical works she would not read Rousseau 
until later in her life. Her mother kept his writing from her in fear that it would have a negative in-
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fluence on her. Madame Roland would agree with her mother’s worries, as she would later recall on 
Rousseau’s impact: 
“I read him late, which was just as well; he would have driven me wild; I would have wanted to 
read no one else. Even as it is, he perhaps only served to strengthen my weakness.” (Roland in 
Trouille, 152)  
     She started reading Rousseau after the death of her mother and quickly fell in love with the writ-
ings, becoming a devout disciple of his work.  It was Rousseau who renewed her faith and outlook 
on life in a time of personal crisis and stress when she had given up on finding a husband. Roland 
was fascinated by Rousseau picturesque view of the happiness that a virtuous woman could achieve 
trough domestic duties and motherhood. Rousseau’s works had such an impact on Roland that it 
would influence and determine the course of her life.  
     It should be noted that Roland’s first and favorite novel of Rousseau’s was Julie, or the new 
Heloise and many aspects of her own life was modelled after that of Julie in the book. However, she 
was also very fond of Emile or On Education. In a letter she wrote praising each one of Rousseau’s 
works she said about Emile or On Education: 
“I don’t deny that there are some paradoxes in his Emile, and certain recommendations that are 
impractical in this day and age. But such profound insights! Such useful and healthy ideas! So 
many treasures atone for a few small flaws!” (Roland in Trouille, 154)  
     Roland adopted many of Rousseau’s ideas, views and ideals that he presented in Emile or On 
Education and Julie, and used them in her own daily life, wholeheartedly agreeing with almost eve-
rything Rousseau had to say on women and their roles. 
      Roland was a true believer in the enlightened domesticity Rousseau prescribed for Sophie in 
Emile or On Education even before she read Rousseau. She believed that her adolescent education 
was all about getting ready to be a wife and mother; and that true happiness would stem from a hus-
band and family.  In some ways she even found that happiness with her six year stay at her husband 
at Mr. Roland’s family estate, Le Clos. Here she reveled in her domestic duties and happily fulfilled 
her role as mother and wife, educating her daughter and running the household.  
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     The idea of natural superiority of man over woman, which Rousseau argued, was another point 
Roland agreed upon. In a letter written to a male family friend, she described her position on the 
argument as such:  
“I believe in the superiority of your sex in every respect […] You have strength, and everything that 
goes with it: courage, perseverance, wide horizons and superior talents. It is up to you to make the 
laws in government and discoveries in sciences. Govern the world, change the face of the globe, be 
proud, terrible, clever and learned. You are all that without our help, and because of it you are des-
tined to be our masters. But without us, you would not be virtuous, loving, loved nor happy. So keep 
your glory and authority. For our part, we have and wish no other power that over your morals, no 
other throne that in your hearths. I will never claim anything beyond that. (Roland in Trouille, 157) 
     This quote almost perfectly fits in with Rousseau’s opinion of females in Emile or On Educa-
tion’s Book V. Roland’s view of male superiority and Rousseau’s ideals of female modesty and 
self-effacement led to Roland never wanting to have anything published under her own name. Ro-
land was a truly brilliant and clever writer but hid behind her husband’s signature, believing that 
women who pursued ambitions outside of domestic sphere risked their happiness and reputation 
(Trouille, 157). She would further go on to say in the quote above that it irked her to see woman 
taking privileges of men and that no woman should ever show her learning and knowledge in pub-
lic. This nearly mirrors Rousseau’s negative opinion of woman who pursued an academic life. 
(Trouille, 157)  
     While Roland would live her life through Rousseau’s ideals there were moments and instances 
in her life where she would live contrary to those ideals. For example, she would teach her own 
daughter through the principles outlined for Emile while avoiding giving her daughter the limited 
education of the character Sophie, described in Emile or On Education. The biggest deviation from 
Rousseau’s ideals came with the outbreak of the French Revolution. Roland started to seek self-
fulfillment outside of the domestic sphere and achieved this through becoming the ghost writer and 
chief consultant to her husband’s political career. Roland wrote some of the most important pieces 
for him, texts which had a large impact on the revolution. While all this was done in secret, it is a 
paradoxical act, considering her opinion on female writers. Roland claimed that it was merely an 
extension of her devotion to her husband (Trouille, 161). Roland never sacrificed her outward con-
formity to Rousseau’s ideals, and while in her later life those ideals might seem like a paradox with 
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what she was doing at the time in secret, she would always believe she was following Rousseau’s 
ideas.     
     Roland lived most her life conforming to Rousseau’s ideals and shows us that not all disagreed 
with Rousseau’s ideals on how females should be educated and live. She was a woman who strong-
ly agreed with Rousseau’s philosophy on domesticity and virtue. Roland was probably the closest 
thing to Rousseau’s vision of a perfect woman which he describes in Emile through the character 
Sophie. Roland would, however, in later life secretly abandon some of those ideals through her po-
litical writing. She would, however, never sacrifice her outward conformity to Rousseau’s ideals.  
 
6.3 Jennifer J Popiel  
     Jenifer J. Popiel brings a new and interesting take on the impact of Rousseau’s writing in her 
book Rousseau’s Daughters: Domesticity, Education and Autonomy in Modern France (2008). 
Popiel set forth the argument that Rousseau’s works had a major impact on French society in the 
19th century. Rousseau advocated that complementary gender roles, self-control/discipline, and a 
new approach to child education all allowed for the family to become a place for social change. The 
new role for women as educators and primary caretakers of the child gave women autonomy and 
public influence through the preparation of children for citizenship. Popiel states in her introduction 
that she, like many, despised Rousseau at first, finding him a misogynist who banished women to 
the domestic sphere. However, through several readings of his works her opinion started to change, 
and she would go on to say: 
“I saw the ways in which Rousseau’s analysis of a woman’s proper role could be understood as his 
contemporaries read it, as an integral part of his emphasis on the need for virtuous action and the 
creation of individuals for a new society.” (Popiel, 2)  
     The book consists of five chapters in which Popiel closely uses texts reading of material and 
contextual culture like clothing, toys, children’s literate, advice manuals and political educational 
policies to show how Rousseau’s ideas of women’s role in raising a child to be  autonomous indi-
viduals, despite Rousseau insisted on gender differences. These autonomous individuals in turn 
brought about large cultural and intellectual changes, like new literature and clothing styles and 
demand for education (Popiel, 13-14). Popiel then argues that this leads to a change in the role of 
women and bolsters their social status. They alone were seen as the only sex able to care for the 
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children and mold them into useful members of society. Popiel says in her book that this was em-
powering for women as it gave them a useful part in society and gave them purpose and value in 
life, especially when compared to the role of women before these changes.  
     Lastly, Popiel looks at domestic ideology in the 18th century through an analysis of reading of 
Education of Mothers: or the Civilization of Mankind by Women by Louis-Aimé Martin (1843), and 
says that Martin saw Emile as the first step towards the liberation of women.  Popiel then makes the 
case for the connection between domestic ideology and women’s rights. (Hodgsen 813)  The argu-
ment that Rousseau emphasizes females as domestic nurturers was a key point in the history for 
woman’s rights. (Hodgsen 814)  
 
6.4 Henriette  
     The strength and appeal of Rousseau’s ideals of female education and lifestyle to 18th century 
women can be seen through reading a little known correspondence between Rousseau and an un-
known female calling herself Henriette.  This correspondence, via letters, first took place during 
Rousseau’s exile in Switzerland after his publication of Emile or On Education, and concludes dur-
ing Rousseau’s last stay in Paris before his exile to England. Henriette wrote five letters to Rous-
seau and Rousseau would only respond to three of them. The topic of the letters is Henriette asking 
Rousseau for advice as she is living the life of a female academic; due to a lack of a dowry she can-
not get married and, therefore, cannot live in full accordance with Rousseau’s ideals of domesticity 
and virtue which she believes in.   
     In the letters one learns that Henriette came from a well to-do family but due to her father’s fi-
nancial ruin her hopes where shattered. She would write to Rousseau: 
“I had been brought up to expect that I would one day marry, have a husband and children to live, 
a household to run. […] Each of these prospects seemed to promise happiness, satisfaction, and 
pleasure. It was not easy to give them up.” (Trouille, 62)  
     Due to the dowry system of matrimony Henriette was forced to abandon her dream of marriage 
and find another vocation. She chose a life of academic pursuits after she had tried and rejected all 
other traditional roles of non-married women at the time, as they were unsatisfying and unreward-
ing to her. Despite her efforts at pursuing happiness through an academic career, Henriette still had 
doubts that she had chosen the right path. She would say in her letter: 
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“Even with the mind of a man, I still had the heart of a woman, which often rebelled against the 
will I tried to impose on it. My womanly affections and inclinations had been derived from nature 
and reinforced by my upbringing. They formed the very core of my being; losing them was a kind of 
death.”(Henriette in Trouille 65) 
     Her doubts would multiply after she read Emile or On Education and stumbled upon the follow-
ing passage of Rousseau’s:  
“It does not suit an educated man to take a wife with an education. But I would prefer a simple and 
uneducated girl a hundred times over to a woman with intellectual and literary pretensions who 
would turn my home into a court of literature over which she would preside. A bluestocking is the 
scourge of her husband, of her children, […] of everyone. From the sublime elevation of her genius, 
she disdains all her womanly duties and soon transforms herself into a man. She is always ridicu-
lous and is criticized quite justly.”(Rousseau 768 in Trouille 66)   
     Henriette was so shocked by this passage that she wrote to Rousseau to ask for advice and ap-
proval for the life that she had chosen due to her situation. Rousseau’s advice and response to her 
letters can, frankly, be described as unhelpful. Throughout the correspondence between the two of 
them, Rousseau criticizes Henriette’s decision and gives her neither help nor advice on her situa-
tion, which he calls a necessary evil. The letters exchanged between the two concluded, resulting in 
Henriette renouncing her academic life, and retiring to the countryside where she performed charity 
work.  
     The correspondence between Rousseau and Henriette gives us two useful insights. The first is 
that it shows Rousseau’s narrow view on women. Nowhere in his works on women does Rousseau 
consider the possibility that women cannot marry due to lack of dowry, attractiveness, infertility or 
lack of opportunity. He also never considers that some female writers turned to writing for the same 
reasons he did; a creative outlet and lack of satisfying human relationships.  He only sees them writ-
ing for their own vanity. (Trouille 72)  
     The second insight is that it shows the influence Rousseau’s ideals had over his female contem-
poraries. Henriette feels harshly judged by Rousseau that the life she has chosen is unacceptable, so 
she gives it up for a life that Rousseau would agree with. She strongly agreed with Rousseau’s ide-
als of domesticity and virtue but was unable to achieve them due to her marital situation.       
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6.5 Mary Wollstonecraft and Lynda Lange 
     Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Emile or On Education has had many devoted followers and support-
ers, from the time it was first published up to today. His views on the raising and care of children 
were incredibly progressive and are still taught to prospective teachers today (education-
portal.com). However, Rousseau’s revolutionary views, perhaps predictably, have generated a great 
deal of criticism in both contemporary and modern times. Book V of Emile or On Education, the 
book concerning the upbringing and proper demeanour of young women, has engendered the most 
ire due to its purported sexism and lack of progressivism as it pertains to the role of women during 
the time of the Enlightenment. 
     An examination of Mary Wollstonecraft’s A vindication of the rights of women: with strictures 
on political and moral subjects, published in 1792, can give a clear idea of one of the earliest femi-
nist’s disgust with Rousseau’s writings. Along with being a harbinger of the Romantic era, Mary 
Wollstonecraft, an Englishwoman, lived from 1759 to 1797 and was “considered one of the first 
feminist philosophical writers” (Mary Wollstonecraft Biography, European Graduate School Li-
brary) and questions Rousseau’s philosophy at their very foundation. In the first few pages of Book 
V Rousseau states, “One ought to be active and strong, the other passive and weak. One must nec-
essarily will and be able; it suffices that the other put up little resistance” (Rousseau 532). Clearly, 
the life of Sophie is to be very different than that of Emile. Emile needs something, in this case 
someone, to complete his ideal life, but that someone should be subservient to his will and desires. 
Wollstonecraft, herself the educated child of aristocracy (Mary Wollstonecraft Biography, European 
Graduate School Library) took a very different view of a woman’s role: “Supposing woman to be 
formed only to please, and be subject to man, the conclusion is just, she ought to sacrifice every 
other consideration to render herself agreeable to him […] But, if, as I think, may be demonstrated, 
the purposes, of even this life, viewing the whole, are subverted by practical rules built upon this 
ignoble base, I may be allowed to doubt whether woman was created for man [...]” (Wollstonecraft 
220). She has very little patience for those who submit meekly to the whims of another, but she can 
plainly see that her society is based upon one gender being considered as lesser than the other, and 
she challenges this fundamental principle as exemplified by Emile’s upbringing. 
     Having established that she disagrees with Rousseau’s base premise regarding the role of wom-
en, she proceeds to refute Book V point by point. Rousseau, it seems, takes a rather dim view of 
women and their capabilities from time to time, especially when he writes, “For the same reason 
that they [women] have – or ought to have – little freedom, they tend to excess in the freedom that is 
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left to them. Extreme in everything, they indulge themselves in their games with even more intensity 
then boys do.” (Rousseau 545- 546) A woman may be a necessary part of the upbringing and adult 
life of Emile, but she mustn’t be allowed to think too much for herself, seeing as she little self-
control. Rather than simply disagree, Wollstonecraft explains how Rousseau could have come to 
this observational conclusion when she responds, “Slaves and mobs have always indulged them-
selves in the same excesses, when once they were broke loose from authority. The bent bow recoils 
with violence, when the hand is suddenly relaxed that forcibly held it; and sensibilities, the play-
thing of outward circumstances, must be subjected to authority, or moderated by reason.” (Woll-
stonecraft 231). Why should a woman display moderation when she has become accustomed to 
having her entire life dictated by another? When one has never experienced something joyous or 
momentous, one can be forgiven for attempting to “indulge” oneself, perhaps even past the point of 
satiation, at every given opportunity. 
     Rousseau feels that Emile’s perfect wife should border on the sycophantic, and admonishes 
women for audacity or self-assurance by stating, “’Each sex,’ he further argues, ‘should preserve 
its peculiar tone and manner; a meek husband may make a wife impertinent; but mildness of dispo-
sition on the woman’s side will always bring a man back to reason […]’” (Wollstonecraft 234).  If 
Emile is not a strong enough man, then Sophie may become insolent or brazen, certainly unfit for 
an ideal mate; while Sophie’s ability to always maintain an even emotional footing will help Emile 
to regain his, in the unlikely event that he has lost it. In other words, women are an important part of 
the relationship, but only so far as they affect the mood and timbre of the man’s humour. The wom-
an’s emotions, which are her only real strong suit, according to Rousseau, are continually of sec-
ondary importance. Wollstonecraft, who took several lovers and bore children to different men 
(Mary Wollstonecraft Biography, European Graduate School Library), warns Rousseau of the dan-
gers of blindly insisting upon the “mildness” of women: “Let the husband beware of trusting too 
implicitly to this servile obedience; for if his wife can with winning sweetness caress him when an-
gry, and when she ought to be angry, unless contempt has stifled a natural effervescence, she may 
do the same after parting with a lover.” (Wollstonecraft 235). While another might counter Woll-
stonecraft with a point concerning the supposed artifice of womankind, she still raises an excellent 
question. Does Emile truly want to share his life with a woman whose ability to dispense mendacity 
is as integral as breathing? Or would the warm glow of constant reassurance and sweetness eventu-
ally pale, only to be replaced by indifference, and eventually even suspicion and mistrust? 
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     Wollstonecraft was not content to simply rebut Rousseau’s ideas concerning the disposition of 
women, however; she is regarded as one of the first feminists because she so eloquently makes a 
strident and unequivocal call for establishment of equal opportunity, as well. To her mind, she was 
just as capable and intelligent as the men she was surrounded by, yet had always been subjected to 
her society’s conceptions of female delicacy, both mental and physical. “Men have a superior 
strength of body; but where it not for mistaken notions of beauty, women would acquire sufficient to 
enable them to earn their own subsistence, the true definition of independence [...]” (Wollstonecraft 
238). Rousseau’s Sophie is supposed to be a home-maker, Emile’s emotional care-taker and 
broodmare, and in this view Rousseau is no different than the overwhelming majority of well-bred 
eighteenth century society. A woman of Wollstonecraft’s station and class was supposed to get mar-
ried, not establish a career and autonomous existence. In a strange coincidence, women of less-than-
genteel birth had many more opportunities to work and live independently, although they were still 
restricted to certain fields, and the necessity of a woman working was frowned upon even so. (Mary 
Wollstonecraft Biography, European Graduate School Library) Regardless, Wollstonecraft argues 
for the sake of all women when she goes so far as to hypothetically accept Rousseau’s foregone 
conclusion of the pre-eminence of the male and ask, “Let us then, by being allowed to take the same 
exercise as boys, not only during infancy, but youth, arrive at perfection of body, that we may know 
how far the natural superiority of man extends.” (Wollstonecraft 239). In an admirably circumspect 
fashion, she issued the call that became the basis of the modern feminist movement: why can’t 
women be as good as men? She also tacitly grants her respect for the ideas put forth concerning the 
raising of the ideal person, but by directly challenging Emile’s superiority, Mary Wollstonecraft has 
reinforced her utter disregard for Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s most basic assumptions of women. 
“What opinion are we to form of a system of education, when the author says of his heroine, ‘that 
with her, doing things well, is but a secondary concern; her principle concern is to do 
them neatly.’” (Wollstonecraft 246). 
     Furthermore, Wollstonecraft takes great umbrage at the concessions Rousseau does make for the 
education of women. Rousseau declares, “Besides, how will a woman who has no habit of reflect-
ing raise her children? How will she discern that suits them? How will she incline them toward vir-
tues she does not know, toward merit of which she has no idea?” (Rousseau 591) At first glance, 
this could be considered a laudable sentiment, in light of the dismal record of women’s education to 
that point in human history. Essentially, Rousseau feels that women should spend time, when not 
emotionally supporting their spouse, in “reflection” of life and their role in it, the better to raise the 
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next generation of ideal citizens such as Emile. In order to reflect, however, a woman must be given 
at least a modicum of the intellectual training that Rousseau intends for his male protagonist, and 
Wollstonecraft seizes upon this dichotomy instantly. “What has she to reflect about who must 
obey? and (sic) would it not be a refinement on cruelty only to open her mind to make the darkness 
and misery of her fate visible?” (Wollstonecraft 246) This passage reveals how truly unjust, even 
criminally outrageous, Wollstonecraft believes Rousseau, and her society at large, to be in regards 
to the plight of women and their lack of basic rights. The use of words like “darkness” and “misery” 
illustrate that she is trying to communicate to men, even otherwise enlightened men such as Rous-
seau, that inherent and completely unconscious abasement of the female potential. Wollstonecraft 
speaks from personal experience as well, being an educated woman of the eighteenth century, and 
knows well the “cruelty” of which she writes. As incensed as she was, she is still able to appeal to 
the logical faculties for which the men of the Enlightenment were so famed when she questions 
Rousseau’s rationale. “But, according to the tenour (sic) of reasoning, by which women are kept 
from the tree of knowledge, the important years of youth, the usefulness of age, and the rational 
hopes of futurity, are all to be sacrificed to render women an object of desire for 
a short time.”(Wollstonecraft 253)  
How could Rousseau’s philosophy possibly bear close scrutiny when he makes such a short-sighted 
requirement of Sophie? She should have a minim of education, enough to make her interesting to 
Emile, but all intellectual pursuits should cease once she attains the goal of matrimony? Emile, of 
course, is to be prudently equipped with deep and rich mental faculties that are capable of cerebral 
pursuits throughout his life. The incongruity of these two beliefs completely escape Rousseau, how-
ever, Wollstonecraft acknowledges that it is blindness, rather than maliciousness, that drives Rous-
seau’s views. “[...]all Rousseau’s errors in reasoning arose from sensibility and sensibility to their 
charms women are very ready to forgive!” (Wollstonecraft 254) 
     Modern feminists, on the other hand, aren’t quite so ready to absolve Rousseau of his gender-
based biases. Judging by Lynda Lange’s Feminist Interpretations of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Book 
V of Emile fares no better in 2002 than it did in 1792. Although there is some use of indelibly 
memorable terms like “phallocratic tyrant” when describing Rousseau, Lange’s work is rather simi-
lar to Wollstonecraft’s in many respects. It is, of course, much more refined and assured in its sense 
of female empowerment, but the book readily points out that, “Rousseau’s political view is inher-
ently and inescapably sexist.” (Lange 145) when it describes how Emile and his qualities as the 
ideal citizen are supported and nurtured by Sophie. It also decries the assumption that a woman is 
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merely an adjunct to a man, as evidenced by lines such as, “[...]men depend on women because of 
their desire; women depend on men because of their desires and needs.” (Lange 174) The twenty-
first century male who made such a declaration would be instantly bombarded with e-mails, IM’s, 
and tweets from women in positions of power, positions gained entirely without the need for, or 
help from, a man. Moreover, the book openly states, “Rousseau makes it clear that woman is by 
nature made to obey and be subservient, and to care for and please a man.” (Lange 184) The most 
telling words of that sentence, “by nature,” are the true crux of one of the modern feminist’s key 
arguments. Much like Wollstonecraft, they feel that a man, particularly an eighteenth century man, 
couldn’t possibly be able to aver, with all earnestness, what the nature of every member of their 
gender is. The demonstrations and bra-burning, circa nineteen-sixties America, were in rebellion 
against precisely that attitude; they were attempting to cultivate the idea that not all women had to 
aspire to the life-style of the mother and home-maker simply because those were desirable qualities 
to men of the time. Clearly, the feminists of today care no more for the idea of female subservience 
than Wollstonecraft did, but with an important difference: Wollstonecraft’s ideas were brand new, 
even radical, while today the idea of one gender being subservient to the other has been allegedly 
eradicated from industrialized Western culture. This mind-set, as prevalent as it was in the time of 
Wollstonecraft, becomes truly damning when seen from the perspective of over a century of wom-
en’s suffrage. 
     Mary Wollstonecraft’s unbridled abhorrence of Rousseau’s views on women, and her own place 
in society, are apparent upon every page of her writing. She recognizes, however, the quality and 
advancement of Rousseau’s ideas concerning education and the moulding of citizens, and gives him 
due credit. She is intrigued by the idea of raising children in the manner suggested in the novel, 
even going so far as to attempt it, unsuccessfully, with one of her own daughters (Mary Wollstone-
craft Biography, European Graduate School Library), but she sees the discrimination and inequality 
of Book V as clearly as does the modern feminist with all their advantages of time and emancipa-
tion. In fact, Wollstonecraft’s evisceration of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s irrational, although wholly 
period-appropriate, condescendence and discrimination towards women becomes even more im-
pressive when one takes into account how revolutionary her views really were. She was quite con-
vinced of her own, and by extension all women’s, capabilities, entirely disassociated from those of 
men, when she writes, “There have been many women in the world who, instead of being supported 
by the reason and virtue of their fathers and brothers, have strengthened their own minds by strug-
gling with their vices and follies; yet have never met with a hero, in the shape of a husband.” 
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(Wollstonecraft 258) Much like the feminist movement of the twentieth century, Mary Wollstone-
craft simply wanted a level playing field, and she did not think the philosophies espoused by such 
books as Emile or On Education were going to provide it. She was not afraid to fail, for even failure 
would mean that she had been given the opportunity to try, an opportunity that meant she had suc-
ceed in casting down the strictures which she railed against. 
 
6.6 Summary of Critique   
     Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s enduring work, Emile or On Education, is clearly an important piece of 
literature; however one chooses to interpret it, whether as a misogynistic diatribe or an instructive 
treatise on child-rearing. As with any great work of art, Emile or On Education has had more than 
its share of both advocates and detractors, and its timelessness has ensured that the debate continues 
to this day. Adherents, such as Madame Roland and Jennifer Popiel, dismiss the allegations of 
Rousseau’s sexism because they feel that he is right. They feel that the best expression of woman-
hood is as the perfect mate and subordinate member of a matrimonial union. This was an under-
standably attractive idea to many women of the eighteenth century, but it maintains its enthusiasts 
today, as Popiel demonstrates. It is interesting to note, however, that Madame Roland, a distinctly 
intelligent woman, was forced into near-hypocrisy as she attempted to fulfil her role as the dutiful 
wife, despite her mental superiority. Critics of Rousseau’s assumptions, represented here by the 
noted feminists Mary Wollstonecraft and Lynda Lange, were certainly not willing to overlook the 
blatant prejudice against women that they saw in the novel. Both historical and modern feminists 
give Rousseau short shrift, even in the face of his commendable ideas concerning education, specif-
ically because of the sexism inherent to his treatise. Feminists take exception to many of Rousseau’s 
misconception about women, but it is his complete surety that women are an inferior gender that 
arouses the greatest indignation. They are willing to concede to Rousseau the remarkable novelty of 
his educational philosophy, but they insist that it that it should be extended to both sexes, rather 
than tailored to suit each, Emile and Sophie. As advanced and logical a man of the Enlightenment 
as he was, Rousseau is still seen by feminists reviewers to have accepted the society-wide sexism 
that he was accustomed to, rather than writing Emile or On Education for more than one gender.   
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7.0 Conclusion 
 
     Taking a long, searching look at any book or treatise can reveal some remarkable things, 
particularly when the work in question is one as profound and enduring as Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 
Emile or On Education. Well known as a classic piece of Enlightenment literature, Emile or On 
Education was a ground-breaking novel in the realm of educational thought, but a feminist review 
of Rousseau’s seminal work, as well as several related works by other authors, exposed some 
undeniable truths. 
     The Enlightenment was a time of great social and political upheaval and change, with 
revolutionary men and their philosophies rising to the fore, and not the least was Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. Due in large part to his own upbringing, Rousseau, a complex man, espoused an equally 
contradictory philosophy regarding women. He championed the woman as the nurturer and the 
primary care-giver for children, while at the same time declaring that women were essentially 
inferior to men, and would always be happiest when subjected by a man. To his credit, Rousseau 
does argue for the inevitability of the interdependence of man and woman. A fully functional and 
healthy family unit, as a productive part of society, must have both a male and female component, 
although he continually points out the importance of the male maintaining the dominant role, and 
the woman’s need to be satisfied in the subservient role. 
     The views of self-avowed feminists, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, are less than complementary 
towards Rousseau, and the feminist theories of Judith Butler and Simone de Beauvoir bear out this 
distaste, as they unearth the deep gender inequality and female oppression to be found in Emile or 
On Education. However, feminists of bygone years, as well as those of today, grant that Rousseau 
may simply have been a product of his time, and was blind to the sexism of which he has been 
accused. Women like Madame Roland lived according to Rousseau’s principles, but found that 
being an educated woman was more of a hindrance than a benefit in her life, as it related to her 
society. Her culture was neither prepared nor fit for a woman with an academic education, which 
bolstered Rousseau’s view that women should be a force in the home and in their children’s lives, 
not in society at large.  
     Interestingly, an argument can actually be made that, due to the prevailing attitude of sexism, 
Rousseau can be seen as an early champion of women’s rights, rather than the despotic tyrant that 
feminists like Lynda Lange paint him to be. Rousseau proposed an alternative, natural lifestyle, one 
wholly at odds with conventional society, and stresses the goodness and equality of all men. 
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Perhaps, were he allowed to say it, Rousseau might have declared that Sophie was suitable for the 
same education as Emile, and was to live just as fulfilling a life as Jean-Jacques’ pupil?   
 
     Unfortunately for this theory, a thorough literary analysis of his work concludes that Rousseau 
actually does depict Emile and Sophie in a stereotypical, gender-segregated fashion, and clearly 
intends his writing for a strictly male audience. Although he has presented his ideas in a fictional 
manner, his use of such literary devices as metaphor, repetition, and figurative language indicate 
just how fundamentally different he believes the sexes to be. Sophie, the idealized and empathic 
female, is intended to live her life without ever challenging the restrictions assigned by the puppet 
master, Rousseau. This conclusion, along with the information gleaned from what was learned of 
Rousseau’s historical period, life, and philosophies, as well as the views of his critics and 
supporters, leads to one inescapable denouement: Rousseau reveals the issue of gender inequality 
through the basic attitudes expressed towards women and their nature, disposition, and capabilities 
that are found in his work, Emile or On Education. 
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9.0 Appendix 1- Progression Course Exam 
9.1 Project Technique 
 
     In the following chapter our group will be giving our general feedback on the progression course 
regarding project technique, as well as describing our experiences as a group from formation to 
conclusion. We will start off by describing the ways in which we have worked together as a group 
throughout the last three months, how we have used the Problem-Oriented Project Work book in 
relation to our project, as well as discussing our views on the progression course itself and it’s 
general relevance to our project.  
 
9.2 Group Management 
     It is fair to say that during the group formation we already had a relatively clear idea of what we 
wanted to write about. We all felt enthusiastic to be writing about Rousseau, using his novel Emile 
or On Education as a focal point. We were eager to discuss his paradoxical and somewhat 
contradictory views on women and wanted this to be the main focus of our problem definition. 
During the first period of our project work, we decided to meet twice a week on Mondays and 
Thursdays, after our lectures, as this was a time when we would all be at university. One of the very 
first things we did, after forming our group, was to conduct a meeting in which each groupmember 
got the chance to introduce themselves, their strong siuts and weaknesses and their general 
expections for the project. Subsequently we decided that it was important to have some clear and 
definite rules throughout our meetings, in order to prevent them from descending into chaos and 
disorder. We agreed that when working in a large group, it was important to have a mediator and a 
secretary, who would be designated at the beginning of each meeting. The role of the mediator was 
to direct the conversation, to prevent us from speaking all at once. The role of the secretary was to 
make notes of our meetings, noting any important points raised during the meeting. They were also 
responsible for getting the information shared at the meeting to any group members absent 
therefrom. Overall we feel this had a positive effect on our meetings, as it prevented people from 
interrupting eachother and helped us retain order throughout. 
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9.3 Dimensions 
     Our first minor dispute within the group occurred when discussing which dimensions to cover in 
our project. The majority of the group wanted to use the Text & Sign and Philosophy & Science 
dimensions, as they felt these were more interesting and relevant for the project. However, a small 
faction of the group wanted to use History & Culture as well as Text & Sign, as they thought this 
would be more relevant than the Philosophy & Science aspect. The group then decided that the 
most fair and democratic way to settle this dispute was to vote on this issue. We ended up deciding 
to use Text & Sign with Philosophy & Science, but included a small historical context, as we all 
agreed that this would also be very relevant to the project. We then concluded that this would be a 
fair way to settle any future disputes and continued to implement this voting system throughout the 
course of the project, whenever there was a disagreement. 
    
9.4 Supervision 
     Once we were clear on which dimensions we would use, this also gave us a better idea of what 
to focus on in the project and how to formulate our problem definition. We knew we wanted to 
write about Rousseau’s philosophy found in his novel Emile or On Education, with a focus on the 
paradoxes within his writings concerning the role of women and gender inequality. At this point 
certain members of the group had read Chapter 7 of the Problem-Oriented Project Work book 
entitled ‘Working with your Supervisor’. (P.124-126) We decided that we needed to consult our 
supervisor to acquire some problem-oriented and research-oriented supervision. Our supervisor 
provided us with helpful advice in formulating our problem definition and also pointed us in the 
direction of some important literarture to read on this subject. We were told that it was important to 
have a clear problem definition from the start, as this would make for more focused researching and 
identifying relevant information easier, but at the same time we should be flexible with regards to 
our problem definition as it might be subject to change throughout the project work. 
 
9.5 Research 
     The next step was to read all of the relevant literature, as well as the novel Emile or On 
Education as qucikly and thoroughly as possible. We then created a group on Facebook where 
people voted on which texts they would prefer to read. Although we all had to read Emile or On 
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Education, we wanted each member of the group to have a say in what complimentary literature 
they would want to read, so that they would later be able to write about what interested them. This 
is another aspect of our group work process, that we feel has had a very positive impact, that we 
have tried to let each individual member focus on their strengths. Certain members of the group, for 
instance, were very interested in Rousseau’s history and personal life and wanted to research that. 
Others were more interested in his philosophies specifically concerning Emile or On Education, 
while others wanted to focus on his literary style. We were therefore keen to make sure every 
member of the group was able to work on and read about what interested them in order to maintain 
enthusiasm within the group. 
     During this time of frantic reading and researching, we continued meeting as a group to discuss 
what we had been reading, and what points we wanted to include in the project. Throughout the 
progression courses we learned how to collect information and read efficiently, and in a manner that 
was less time-consuming and unorganized.   
     Many of the points he raised regarding typical mistakes during project work were of particular 
use to us. We learned to be efficient in taking notes while reading and to always reference specific 
publications and page numbers so we wouldn’t have to go back and do this at a later stage. During 
meetings, we always made sure to take notes, in order to ensure that spontanious ideas and 
discussion points were noted down during free discussions. We tried to avoid pitfalls, as mentioned 
by our teacher, such as having endless discussion without making any progress, as well as starting 
the project too late in the semester. One warning we did ingnore was the advice not to divide 
ourselves into smaller sub-groups. We decided, however, that this approach was the best for our 
project. We were careful however, not to lose sight of the problem formulation and to synthesize 
our individual parts often, so as to avoid writing about things with little or no relation to each other. 
     One of the progression courses, which ended up being relevant for us, was the time when a 
librarian showed us how to use the search engines in the RUC library database. For those of us 
within the group who are not particularly versed in the use of computers this was an excellent way 
to learn how to search for important information and filter out unnecessary literature. However, 
other members who had experience in searching for relevant information, did not gain much from 
the lecture. Overall, the group had both positive and negative feedback concerning the progression 
course. The course has been helpful in introducing us to the concept of problem oriented project 
work, mainly in terms of group-work techniques, researching information and structuring your 
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project. Sometimes the progression courses were good and informative, however, for the people 
who have already tried project work, there were parts which were not necessarily needed, as these 
people were already familiar with said concepts.  
 
9.6 Evolution of the Project  
     During one of our weekly meetings with our supervisor, we decided that we would change our 
problem formulation and focus solely on the issue of gender inequality, as opposed to the paradoxes 
of Rousseau’s writings. Upon reading Emile or On Education, there was a general shift in interest, 
and we decided to focus on the gender differences in the roles and education of Emile and Sophie. 
This subtle change in focus was based on all the reading and research we had done in the previous 
weeks and our supervisor agreed that this was a positive change in focus, and made more sense with 
regards to  what we wanted to write about.  
 
9.7 Subgroups 
     Once we had collected as much information as possible, and read Emile or On Education as well 
as other relevant literature, we decided it was time to start writing. We made a list of the most 
important themes we wanted to write about, and decided to split into groups of two in order to write 
more efficiently. This way, we were able to write all four aspects of the project simultaneously. 
This was done in an attempt increase efficiency, and ensure that people were able to write about 
what they wanted. We were, however, very aware of the dangers of splitting into subgroups, as 
outlined in the progression course lectures, and in order to maintain a coherent body of work we 
switched the groups up once the writing process was complete and allowed other members of the 
group to review it critically. Although it was fairly difficult having one’s work critiqued and 
corrected, we all tried to remain as professional as possible and not take the criticism of our own 
work personally. We all agreed that there were no individual parts, and that everything was part of 
the collective project. As such, we should be prepared to have our parts edited or deleted as the 
group saw fit. Of course, we made it a point to critisize constructively, to ensure efficiency and 
promote group cohesion.  
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9.8 Structure  
     The next step was to figure out an exact structure for our project. We had a very firm idea of 
how we wanted our project to be, and had in fact had many discussions as a group and with our 
supervisor. We had also been reading Chapter 14 of the Problem-Oriented Project Work thoroughly 
in order to make our work as wholesome as possible. The textbook especially helped us format, 
structure and organize our project.  
 
9.9 Corrections 
     Once we were happy with our overall project we decided to read through our finished work in 
order to check for spelling mistakes, make sure that our quotes and references were in order, and 
also to make sure we were all satisfied with the general thread of our completed project. 
Throughout this process, we edited and corrected wherever we saw fit. We endevoured to have our 
project ‘ready to submit’ a week before the actual deadline, but found that there was still a lot to 
accomplish, just days before the hand-in. This allowed us to send our complete work to our 
supervisor and still have the time to enact the changes that she suggested.  
 
9.10 Issues and Improvements for the Future 
     Although on the whole we can generally conclude that our group has worked together in a 
positive and efficient manner, we must also state that there have been disagreements along the way. 
It is fair to say that at the start of the group formation we felt very confident about being able to 
complete our project in good time. Perhaps we underestimated the size of the task at hand. Of 
course there have been setbacks along the way that have no doubt hindered our progress as a group. 
Unexpected absences and personal commitments have meant that we have not always been able to 
meet as a full group, and that certain members have not been present at crucial meetings.  
     Upon reflection we could possibly have started writing earlier than we did to avoid some of the 
last minute cramming sessions we have had to endure. However, in future projects, we will have to 
make reasonable decisions concerning the amount of reading required in order to properly balance 
our desire to start writing, with our need to be sufficiently informed on the subject. We must also 
admit that although we have had clear and structured formats to our meetings in order to avoid 
procrastination, we have not always managed to stick to these rules and have definitely lost focus 
and also wasted valuable time during certain meetings. We could have dedicated more time for 
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social gatherings, so that when meeting up to write and discuss the project, it would have been 
easier to focus, having gotten all the social stuff out of our systems.  
     Having said this we can conclude that there are certain downsides to working in a large group 
such as ours. Coordination is tricky when trying to match so many people’s schedules. Keeping or-
der during heated discussions is also an issue, when everyone wants to share their thoughts. On the 
whole however, we feel very happy with how our group worked. Despite this being our first 
experience with project work, with all its flaws and difficulties, we appreciate the values we 
developed  and the challenges overcome along the way.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
